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Abstract
This dissertation provides a genealogy of the relationship between surfing,
the nation, and white masculinity in Australian culture. I argue that, despite its
historical connections to countercultural and subcultural expression, surfing has
emerged as a cultural formation which, in multiple ways, contributes to and
sustains dominant conceptions of national identity. This claim is demonstrated
through the investigation of a diverse range of texts produced both within surf
culture and outside it, including documentary and fictional cinema, novels,
magazines and advertisements. Reading these texts for the politics of gender, race
and class that inform them, I identify the crucial connections of surfing culture to
the dominant discourses of white Australia, while also attending to the various
manifestations of surfing masculinity that do not ‘fit in’ with contemporary
national identity.
As a counterpoint to the congruence of mainstream surfing culture and
white Australian nationhood, I discuss the culturally specific views of nation and
country that inform contemporary Indigenous surfing culture. This part of the
dissertation is supported by the contributions, through conversations, interviews
and questionnaires, of Aboriginal surfers and elders in the Illawarra region as well
as by readings of Surfing the Healing Wave, a film on Indigenous surf culture, and
the Indigenous sports magazine, Deadly Vibe. I demonstrate that Aboriginal ways
of understanding and relating to the ocean constitute an important counterpoint to
dominant white representations of surfing and beach life generally. The
perspectives of Aboriginal participants and contributors to this thesis provide an
oppositional view of nation/country and of surfing as a form of cultural
expression. These worldviews instate a point of departure from white,
“mainstream” ideas of nation and proffer an epistemology that testifies to
Aboriginal peoples’ continued resistance to colonialism. Through the voices of
Aboriginal people, nation(s), surfing, and the ocean, are contextualised according
to a culturally relevant frame of reference. Indigenous voices construct a counterdiscourse that contests dominant projections of nation at the level of cultural
production and cultural practice.
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Chapter One:
Introduction
In the mid 1960s, a young girl sat on a beach in the scorching sun near
Jervis Bay on the New South Wales south coast. She was with her parents, her
two older brothers and her younger brother. Her only sister would be born an
Australian. The family were “ten quid” migrants. They had come to embrace “the
land of milk and honey” that had enticed them in the newsreels screened by
Australia House in London for prospective migrants. Their previous home was a
seaside town on the south coast of England where, at night, the distant lights of
Calais, France, visibly identified for the girl the boundaries of her homeland and
the beginnings of another. On this beach, such identifiers were absent; there were
no perceptible beginnings or endings on the endless horizon of a blue that
strikingly contrasted with the familiar grey of the Atlantic.
The girl asked two questions of her parents: “what are those men doing
running to the water with planks of wood under their arms?” And, “where does
Australia end?” To the first question, the reply, “I think that’s what they call
surfing here,” inspired what would become a lifelong fascination with this
activity. The bronzed, peroxided males running towards the water crashed into
the waves and stood up on the “planks of wood”, propelled, it seemed, by
exuberance or sheer force of will. The girl had never seen anything like it.
The beach was crowded with people who looked and sounded remarkably
similar. They shone with oiled skins, marking the whiteness of the guests. This
epidermal difference would be addressed, as would any discernible variations in
speech and cultural practice. The family would come to embrace their devout
1

weekend rituals at similar beaches where they, too, would anoint their bodies with
coconut oil and sit for hours, and where the brothers of the girl would all
eventually learn to glide across the ocean on a “plank of wood”.
There were no identifiable Aboriginal people in sight. The migrants had
been warned about them, though. There were also no women surfing. To the
second question, “where does Australia end,” the response by her father,
“Australia’s a big country,” contained more questions for the girl than it satisfied
as an answer. In retrospect, the parents no doubt understood the limitations of
coastal boundaries and knew that somewhere “out there” land, buildings, and
other signifiers of endings and beginnings marked out who one was and where
one could or could not “fit in.”
This narrative illuminates my relationship to the subject matter of this
dissertation. The act of migration, albeit from a site of privilege accompanied by
the ability to move discursively across many new institutional sites, has
nonetheless continued to produce questions about Australia, its self-production as
a nation, and how it is perceived outside of its dominant projections. The need to
reflexively engage with discourses about nation is highlighted in my narrative’s
reference to the “warnings’ we received about our new home’s original
inhabitants, its Indigenous landowners. The colonial relationship was identified
early. Despite a long and rich history of coastal subsistence and cultural
traditions, many of the local Aboriginal people, lived in “humpies” in the bush,
venturing into town for food when their exemption certificates - “dog-tags”allowed.1

In Bomaderry, near Nowra, the United Aboriginal Mission (UAM),

1

Organ, Michael. ‘Illawarra and South Coast Aborigines, 1170-1850, University of Wollongong,
1990, p.372. Exemption Certificates, often referred to by Aboriginal people as “dog tags”,
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where stolen children had been taken to since 1908, still housed many children
until an amendment to the NSW Aborigines Protection Act in 1969 made all
Aboriginal children state wards.2 It was little wonder that Aboriginal presence
could not be identified at the beach.
As we and countless other migrant families of vastly different sociocultural backgrounds were to understand, the beach was rapidly becoming the
primary icon of the nation. This was an Australia fraught by the tension of
attempting to instate an independent national culture as it was simultaneously
trying to retain its loyalty to Britain. The beach and an emerging surfing culture
were replacing previous symbols of nation inscribed in much nineteenth century
bush mythology. The beach and the surfer were part of the symbolic basis on
which national identity was being re-written.
This thesis is an exploration of the connections between Australian
national identity, surfing culture, the beach, and dominant models of white
masculinity. These connections are far from tidy, and the tools available to draw
out this complexity are often inadequate. Through research that includes textual
analysis, discourse and myth analysis, and the oral transmission of stories about
surfing and the beach, I attempt to draw out these links. I mark the historical shift
in Australia’s national imaginings from bush to beach and explore the institutional
power that has come to inform surfing’s national iconic status. Although changes
are occurring as I write, the durability of nationalist discourses cannot be

exempted Aboriginal people from some of the criteria laid down in the Aboriginal Protection Act
of NSW established in 1909 Exemption certificates allowed some mobility but were given on the
proviso that interaction with family members be relinquished. Non-adherence to this demand
resulted in incarceration. Dog tags were only given to those deemed to have “mixed blood”.
2
Uncle Sonny Simms, ‘Stolen Children of the Bomaderry Home Remembered’, available at:
www.alc.org.au/news/release/2001/Oct21_2001/release.htm accessed 4 September 2004.
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understated; the transference of value systems across time and place is enduring in
the redeployment of white, national mythologies.
Following events in the United States since September 11, 2001, the
subsequent war in Afghanistan, and the declaration of the “war on terror,”
government anxiety about national borders has been frequently articulated. The
seascape is often a site of denial for those to whom the land beyond it may
provide refuge or safety. Despite the ‘official’ termination of the White Australia
Policy, its legacy persists and there are continuing exclusions on the basis of racial
and cultural differences. Surfing and beach culture are major contributors to this
continuity. Cumulative historical policies of protection, integration, assimilation
and multiculturalism interconnect and overlap. The ocean provides symbolic
enclosure for the proliferation of “oneness,” as the rhetoric of multiculturalism
provides a mantra of simultaneous tolerance and disavowal, signalled in the
national anthem’s “we are one, but we are many.” The ocean is replete with
symbolic power to enforce, to reinforce, to welcome and reject, to provide a point
of reference for ‘oneness’ and diversity. Its ambiguity as a cultural signifier
provides the potential for representational shifts and for the manifold ways in
which nation can be construed through imagery and imagination. The beach, as a
site for recreation and re-creation, produces the materiality of nationalism; it
produces subject positions, national bodies. The surfer represents the corporeality
of nation, the beach his place of becoming.
Iconic national figures and the values they represent are embedded in
Australia’s literary discourse. Prior to the emergence of the ocean as a national
referent, the bush assumed prominence in the national literatures that informed the
4

production of national identity. As the twentieth century emerged, the newly
federated nation began to be depicted through cartoon images such as “the little
boy from Manly,” the oedipal surfer who represented the nation’s infancy. In the
words of the cartoon’s American creator, Livingstone Hopkins, the little boy from
Manly came to typify “the well-meant impetuosity of a young colony.”3 This
thesis explores the exigency of this ‘well-meaning-ness’ and attempts to seek out
other identities that refuse to be incorporated into the typicality of Hopkins’
caricature.
As the coast has come to be more inhabited, literary figures and myths,
such as the larrikin, the bush pioneer, mateship and the Anzac, and their
associated ideologies, are transposed onto the texts and practices of modern
surfing and beach culture. National identity’s representational shifts are
incorporating new iconographies, new ways of narrating old stories within the
discursive framework of colonialism. The “little boy from Manly” has been
transformed. As a mature surfer, he “rides history in a process of on-going
inscription, which, in turn, “guarantees that past Australian literature can be
recuperated into a lived present, into the synchronicity of a continuing
modernity.”4 Embedded as it is in all institutions, colonial discourse continues its
efforts to structure and regulate the lives of Indigenous people at all levels of
culture. This thesis introduces Indigenous surfers and demonstrates how they
unsettle the dominant terms of nation, and reinforce, through beach activity and

3

‘Political cartooning in Australia’, available at:
www.cultureandrecreation.gov.au/articles/cartoons/ p.4. accessed 4 September, 2004.
4
Pugliese, Joseph. ‘Assimilation, Unspeakable traces and the Ontologies of Nation’, in ed.
Suvendrini Perera, Asian and Pacific Inscriptions: Identities, Ethnicities, Nationalities, Glen
Waverley, Vic: Aristoc, 1995, p. 247.
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surfing, cultural values that are specific, meaningful, and destabilising to
dominant projections of national identity.
Various forms of beach activity, and surfing itself, are, of course, not late
twentieth-century phenomena ‘discovered’ by white people. They have existed in
various forms as sites of knowledge, ritual, leisure and mythology for thousands
of years for Indigenous people of many nations. Known in Hawaii as he’enalu or
wave-sliding,5 surfing’s origins are Indigenous to Hawaii if we are to accept its
officially documented history. Aboriginal surfers in my research, however,
suggest that surfing, or various forms of wave riding, have long been practiced in
Aboriginal cultures. Surfing’s origins are of consequence in this exploration of its
contemporary form’s utility in nation-building. The location of surfing’s
‘authentic’ roots in Hawaii has served to exoticise Hawaiian Indigenous culture.
It locates it in a discourse of primitivism that white Australian surfing culture can
mimic, aligning itself with a philosophy of nature and spirituality that to precolonised Hawaiians was part of an entire knowledge system. As Marianna
Torgovnick describes this primitivist discourse, “primitives are mystics, in tune
with nature, part of its harmonies. Primitives are free.”6 Idealised and now
expropriated, the practices of ancient Hawaiian cultural traditions are excised
from their histories. Also removed from any connections with pre-colonised
Australia, surfing can now be claimed as “home grown,” as Joshua Gliddon

5

‘The History of Surfing’, available at: http://www.surfart.com/surf_history/roots.html
accessed 3 March, 2003.
6
Torgovnick, Marianna. Gone Primitive: Savage Intellects, Modern Lives, Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1991, p.8.
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illustrates in The Bulletin: “surfing wasn’t invented in Australia, but with more
coastline than anywhere on Earth, we’ve made it our own.”7 Gliddon continues:
Surfing might have started in Hawaii, and it took the Americans to
turn us on to it. But since then we’ve made it our own. Surfing is
uniquely and intimately tied to the Australian lifestyle. It’s all the
things we want Australia to be, and want others to perceive as
Australian. Surfing is healthy, easygoing, edgy and, more than
anything, a damn good business. 8
This work is concerned with the part that surfing and the beach play in the
contemporary construction of national identity. Dominant ideas about nation and
national identity in Australia are currently produced within a discourse of neoliberal philosophy that centralises ‘freedom’, both economically with the
promotion of free markets, and ideologically through ideas about the ‘freedom’ of
citizens. Derived from the philosophy of liberalism expounded in the late
eighteenth century by Adam Smith, neo-liberalism presents a way in which late
capitalism can appear to sit comfortably with a range of ethical considerations by
promoting ideas about individualism and freedom. Although this thinking might
have presented a conundrum for the surfer of the 1960s who was able to perceive
himself as mystical, ‘natural’ and in tune with nature, and “free of
responsibility,”9 surfing in the twenty-first century has evolved into, as Gliddon
states, “a damn good business.” Neo-liberal ideas about ‘freedom’ produce the
surfer as an individual subject and also inform surfing’s group identity by
cementing it to dominant national values such as mateship, competitiveness, and
of course, a free market. The surfer, like other cultural subjects, is informed and

7

Gliddon, Joshua. ‘Mad Wax,’ The Bulletin, Sydney: Australian Consolidated Press, 7 August,
2002, p.14.
8
Ibid.
9
Waves, NSW: Emap Australia Pty. Ltd., Jan/Feb, 1994, p.90.
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positioned by many competing values that can be seen to inform the ideological
formation of the Australian national imaginary. Although values such as mateship
and competitiveness might seem at odds with one another, they are both used as
symbolic markers of freedom; mateship evokes a freedom ‘won’ through war, and
competitiveness is the hallmark of neo-liberal values of individual effort and
achievement. Surfing in its dominant contemporary context emphasises winning,
freedom, mateship, and individual prowess, and thus sits comfortably with neoliberal philosophies.
Surfing in contemporary Australia is a rapidly growing sport. An estimate
in 2001 suggests that there are more than two million surfers in Australia.10 The
beach as surfing’s place of production has acquired iconic status, increasingly
subsuming the interior as the primary site of nationalist signification. The beach
and surfing culture provide a potent complement to today’s capitalist market
economy both in terms of surfing’s economic productivity through the sale of
surfing paraphernalia, and through tourism, whose estimated revenue in 20022003 was 7.2 billion dollars.11 In 1998, revenue from surfing goods and
accessories throughout approximately 700 surf shops in Australia produced a
turnover of approximately $348million.12 Globally, the surfing industry is
currently estimated to be worth over $7billion annually. Surfing is clearly big
business. At an ideological and material level, it sustains, and is sustained by
10

Fitzgerald, Brian & Clarke, Geoffrey. ‘Preserving the Spirit of Surfing’, paper delivered at Law
of the Surf Forum, Number 2, http://www.scu.edu.au/schools/lawj/law_of_surf_number2. accessed
01 March 2004, p.36.
11
‘Tourism Industry Yield’
http://www.tourism.australia.com/Research.asp?lang=EN&sub=0297&al=74m
accessed 19 August, 2004.
12
Atkins, Alan. Executive Director, Surfing Australia, cited in Jeff Lewis, ‘Between the Lines:
Surf Texts, Prosthetics, and Everyday Theory, in Social Semiotics Vol.8 No.1. April, 1998, p. 56.
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market forces. It finds intelligibility through discourses of individualism: the
individual is ‘free’ to surf and the nation provides the conceptual ground for that
‘freedom,’ the ocean its material ground. There is a tension here, though, (similar
to that previously discussed between mateship and competitiveness), because
surfing’s individualism is at odds with the ideology of team spirit that structures
most sports, and that promotes a collective sense of national identity. Surfing is
rarely covered by news media, unless a world title is won. Its participants’ desire
to compete for media coverage with tennis, golf or football has never been
realised. Gliddon suggests this is because “to the casual observer, one good ride
looks much the same as another.”13 I would argue that the ideological tension
between individual and competitive sporting pursuit presents a conflict whereby
the team must appear to take precedence; national identity, in order to achieve
coherence, must be reflected through collective rather than individual effort.
Collective or communal consensus regarding values, norms or practices gives
authority to dominant discourses. Surfing, although adjunctive to national
identity, also challenges the collective aspirations of its order. This may provide
illumination as to why surfing can represent itself in dissonance with the
‘mainstream.’
According to the majority of surfing representations studied for this work,
the surfing ‘scene’ in Australia remains predominantly and identifiably masculine
despite relatively recent interventions into surfing culture by women surfers and
enthusiasts. Professional surfer Pam Burridge claims that surfing has “always
been such a male-based industry” and Matt Brown acknowledges that for women
13
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surfers, “the riches of the tour and sponsorship deals are not nearly as rewarding
as for the men.”14 Surfer Melanie Mott echoes this, suggesting that since the
development of lighter boards, increased numbers of female surfers have
produced a “culture of women’s surfing.” Citing surfing manufacturer Rip Curl,
she notes there are 180,000 women actively surfing in Australia.15 However,
despite this, it is clear that women’s surfing is still contained within the discursive
boundaries of white, patriarchal power structures. This is clearly identified by
six-time world titleholder, Australian surfer Layne Beachley:
My message to girls out there is that they can be anything that they
want to be if they put their mind to it. They can do anything. Don't
think that just because I've won six that they never will. I just want
girls to believe in themselves. They are deserving of their place in the
line-up, and they have as much right to the ocean as the guys do. And
they should not be easily intimidated or threatened by male egos,
because they're just intimidated by your confidence. And the more you
remain connected, and the more you give confidence, the more
confidence will come to you. I think girls just need to believe that they
have the right to be out there.16
Beachley’s message to aspiring women surfers about surfing’s male
dominance is supported by an article in surfermag.com where Beachley’s
intention to compete in the men’s division of the Energy Australia Open in 2005
is announced. The fanzine has a section called “sound off” where readers are
invited to give their views. Despite international recognition for winning six

14
‘Billion Dollar Breakers: The Professional Surfing World,’ Background Briefing, Radio
National, Australian Broadcasting Commission, 13 April 1997.
15
Mott, Melanie. ‘Law of the Surf Forum Number 2, Law, Culture and Knowledge of Surfing,’
available at: www.scu.edu.au/schools/lawj/law_review/law_of_surf_number2.pdf accessed 1
March, 2004, p.8.
16
Beachley Layne, interview cited at http://www.surfingthemag.com/frontline/12_17_03_layne/
accessed 6 September 2004.
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world titles, responses are solicited to the question, “Is Layne taking the spot of a
more deserving male surfer?”17
Within the existing mainstream of contemporary male surfing culture,
there is overwhelming evidence to suggest that women surfers continue to be
dismissed and objectified according to a masculine imperative of competitive
achievement and heterosexual identification, despite a newly emerging
competitive female practice. Images of female surfers invariably emphasise the
appearance of the surfer rather than her surfing prowess. Nat Young’s The History
of Surfing, a ‘bible’ for aspiring and seasoned surfers, devotes three of its two
hundred and twenty-four pages to “Surfer Girls.”18 On Sydney’s beaches, surf
clinics catering for young girls are known as “Chicks on Stix,” and are run
exclusively by male instructors. Surfer Fiona Capp’s autobiography, That
Oceanic Feeling, about returning to surfing at the age of forty, recalls the surfing
culture’s hostility to women in her youth suggesting that she, not surfing culture,
has changed: “I was older… [and] didn’t feel compelled to show that I could mix
it with the boys.”19 As this thesis will show, surfing produces a type of
masculinity that is complementary to the values extolled by the dominant
discourse of nationalism. Because this connection gives focus to the thesis, my
research does not deal with the burgeoning development of women’s surfing.
However, I give attention to Capp’s book in Chapter Four because although this
autobiographical account of surfing is written by a woman surfer, it exemplifies

17

Kimball, Joshua, ‘Busting Down the Door…Again,’
http://www.surfermag.com/features/onlineexclusives/laynebchly/ accessed 6 September. 2004.
18
Young, Nat. The History of Surfing, Angourie, NSW: Palm Beach Press, 1983, pp.177-179.
19
Capp, Fiona. That Oceanic Feeling, Crows Nest: Allen & Unwin, 2003, p. 23.

11

the way in which female surfing remains patriarchally defined even as it develops
its own conventions.
Although there are many migrant and Indigenous “success stories” in
professional surfing, representations of “other” surfers are invariably incorporated
into the dominant matrix of nation to reflect its competitive and market interests.
Whiteness is central in mainstream surfing representations, and also in
representations of beach culture generally, as it remains paramount in the
construction of nation. Whiteness reflects a national predisposition, recalling and
rejuvenating official histories and policies. This is demonstrated in Chapter Two
where I discuss a range of representations that connect the beach and surfing to
the nation. One of these images appears in the brochure Let’s Look out for
Australia, which was part of the Commonwealth Government’s nationally
disseminated anti-terrorist package. Sent to all homes in Australia following the
events of September 11, 2001, in the United States, this document includes, within
a set of familiar iconic images, a beach scene. In Chapter Two, I provide an
image of this document and discuss its usage and the way in which this imagery
speaks about terrorism as it reinforces ideas about national freedom.
This thesis is interested in how racial, gendered and national identities are
constructed through surfing, and also through surfing’s site of production, the
beach. It asks how these identities are produced and reproduced and how they
reflect and inform discursive shifts, changes in iconography, narrative style, the
use of genres and the development of new multi-generic forms. The thesis
acknowledges the historical development of the bushman to the beach man. It is
interested in the ways that these literary figures sustain, inform, and coincide with
12

shifts in the identity of nation and masculinity. The thesis explores how cultural
identities are always in process, and yet invariably connected to the nation, itself
in a perpetual state of becoming. I seek to reveal what it is about the identity of a
surfer - the practices, values, homosocial networks, associated texts and corporeal
identifiers - that gives expression to a particular kind of white masculinity, one
that displaces the primacy of the bushman while still providing an acceptable
national and masculine type. Also, I attempt to uncover how surfers are
positioned by texts and practices and how, in turn, they create, re-appropriate and
rework culture through various modes of self-representation.
With these questions in mind, I deploy a methodology that extends beyond
a myth analysis to engage with a range of texts, for example, films, surfing
magazines and videos and fictional representations of surfing. Despite the
political and cultural power of mythology, it is set in place through a wide range
of discourses which can both complement and compete. Beach and surfing
mythologies work in the Barthesian sense as a form of communication that
acquires meaning through semiological systems to appear “ready made”, not an
object, concept or idea, but rather, a product for consumption that elides any
historical limits.20 Beach and surfing mythologies, in this sense, express the
nation to its inhabitants as an entity that, as Barthes suggests, has a double
function: to notify or point out, and to impose an understanding.21 While myth
analysis is useful in a study of how national identity is constructed, what is also
required is a sound theoretical framework that will identify the generic codes,
narrative style and linguistic framework that produce nation as a political entity.
20
21

Barthes, Roland. Mythologies, trans. Jonathon Cape, Paris: Vintage, 1972, p. 109.
Ibid., p. 117.
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In other words, myths - about the beach and surfing - need to be explored as
constitutive elements of texts that are informed by other textual devices that are
able to be mobilised for political purposes.
Knowledge is often accompanied by the impulse to subdue or subjugate
through its claims to ‘truth.’ National identity in Australia functions
hegemonically as a ‘truth’ embedded in a discourse.22 It has been produced
through a range of historical events, texts, and practices, all of which continue to
inform its representation. National identity comprises knowledge that is deemed
to be about who and what an Australian can be or, equally pertinent, who cannot
be an Australian. National identity therefore, like all modes of identification, is
also a process whereby national subjects develop or come into being. In order to
identify who an Australian is, prospective national subjects must be cognizant of
what an Australian is not. Surfing culture, in its mainstream form, provides
through its texts, images and associated apparel, an expansive array of markers,
which signify national identity and its ‘others,’ enforcing and reinforcing
perceptions of who can or cannot be an Australian.
The aims of this thesis are political and methodological, and in a broader
sense, epistemological. They are political in that they present and critique
dominant views of nation and present and explore oppositional ways of
conceiving nation, or country. This thesis is also preoccupied by methodological
concerns. It explores existing forms of cultural analysis with a view to exposing
22
Throughout the thesis, I invoke a Foucaultian definition of the term “discourse”. Discourses in
this context constitute particular statements and practices that are grounded in institutional sites
and that become naturalised as ‘truths’ through the authority of institutional power. I am
interested specifically in this thesis in the ways in which discourses produce subject positions,
particularly in relation to the masculine subjects produced through the connections between nation
and surfing. I am also concerned with the production of counter-discourses, or ways of knowing
that are oppositional to those that circulate in the “mainstream.”
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their inadequacies and extending their capabilities. It is also an endeavour to
address the ethical tension between discursive and textual forms of analysis and a
form of ethnographic research used to represent Indigenous surfing. In terms of
its epistemological endeavours, this work is interested in how knowledge about
surfing culture, and its associated texts and practices, functions to produce
national subjects. More importantly, though, I also ask how this connection might
be thought of in different ways; for example, are there more useful, socially
equitable ways of knowing or understanding nation that can be gleaned through
the process of contesting western ways of knowing? In other words, can the term
“nation” be re-figured through the interventions made by those who are unrepresented by its current dominant form?
In Chapter Six I look specifically at Indigenous surfing practice and
Indigenous conceptions of the beach. Chapters Three to Five map the discursive
production of national identity through ‘mainstream’ surfing texts and practices.
In Chapter Six, oppositional epistemologies are foregrounded and other ideas
about place, country, nation, and home, displace the spatial and temporal
dominance of white, western ways of constructing subjectivities and national
formations. In presenting these counter-narratives and mythologies, my writer’s
voice is minimised as a way of privileging Aboriginal self-representation and
ways of knowing that are at odds with the dominant discourses that give
expression to white surfing culture. The originality of this thesis, therefore, is
anchored by voices and knowledges that are not my own, that are outside my own
frames of reference and cultural background, and to whose owners I am greatly
indebted for their generosity. Chapter Six provides a counter-discourse and offers
15

different and oppositional ways of thinking about the beach and surfing. The
issue of indigeneity, in relation to colonial practices and official white histories of
nation, underpins the very questions presented in the entirety of this research,
questions that address the connections between nation, whiteness, surfing and
masculinity. More importantly, the questions raised here seek to destabilise the
truth claims of official white histories. My aim is to disrupt what Bakhtin
identified as the “sacrosanct, impenetrable boundaries” of powerful discourses23
by staging a critical textual and discursive analysis of the perceived unity of
official histories. For the appearance of the impenetrability of powerful
discourses is largely produced, I would argue, precisely because those
“impenetrable boundaries” are always under threat.
Where best to locate the Chapter about Indigenous surfing and conceptions
of the beach has been carefully considered. It is not the intention of the thesis to
reproduce colonial writing structures by foregrounding dominant white
knowledge systems and then to ‘tag on’ a chapter that presents Aboriginal
conceptions of the beach and surfing. With this in mind, I have consulted with the
Indigenous participants in the project, elders, surfers and others from the Illawarra
area who have generously shared their views and knowledge, their texts, their
time and, in many instances, their homes, hospitality and friendship. With their
input, it has been decided that the final chapter dealing with Indigenous surfing
will provide a counterpoint to the conceptual and theoretical apparatus of the other
chapters in the thesis, and that, far from being an addendum, this chapter will
provide the basis of a contrast integral to my argument. Chapter Six is inclusive
23
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of oral, anecdotal history and a range of views and narratives, myths and creation
stories. I am guided by the voices presented in this chapter in my efforts to
“penetrate” the boundaries of those discourses that uphold the dominance of white
national identity. In keeping with Indigenous knowledge which contests linear,
Eurocentric chronologies and insists that knowledge has a circular dimension,
Chapter Six is therefore not constitutive of an ending so much as a beginning from
where dialogue about identity, country and gender can recommence.
As a non-Aboriginal academic using what might be considered a form of
ethnographic research, I am not removed from the charge of using Indigenous
knowledges for the purpose of furthering my own academic aims. As Mick
Dodson has stated, “Aboriginality provides much fuel for a burgeoning PhD
industry”.24 This view is echoed forcefully by Mitchell Rolls, like me, a nonIndigenous researcher25, in his polemic “Why I don’t want to be an ethical
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researcher”.26 Rolls speaks of two hundred years of unethical research. He
critiques an article written by a colleague that aims to redress this history through
advocating “protocols” and “ethical research demands”. Rolls describes this
attempt as “the dead weight of academic feel-goodism and political correctness.”27
Acknowledging Rolls’ sardonic and justifiably angry retort to what he sees as
“overweening righteousness,” I relay the concerns of my friend and colleague,
Bronwyn Lumby, who, when I told her of my original thesis plan, which, though
necessarily concerned with national identity’s colonial dimensions, was devoid of
any research into Indigenous surfing: “So where’s the blackfellas?” asked
Bronwyn. “How can you talk about surfing or national identity without talking
about Aboriginal surfers?” Bronwyn’s question demanded reconsideration, not
only of the project itself, but, more importantly, of the difficulties involved in
researching and presenting Indigenous knowledges within a western academic
methodology. The framework for much of the thesis draws largely on textual
analysis and exists within the colonial structures that have regulated and
hierarchised knowledge since colonial invasion. How best to combine the voices
of Indigenous surfers acquired through a form of ethnographic research with a
cultural studies critique, itself concerned with the politics of ethnographic
research, has presented a considerable challenge. The process has taken me on a
journey into unfamiliar territory. The challenge has been to find, within the
generic constraints of the thesis, a means of expression whereby Indigenous
26
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surfing practice can be documented through the voices of its practitioners and
where stories of the beach can be iterated with minimal input from this writer.
The research for Chapter Six is not strictly ethnographic, however. It does
not fall into the methodology of a participant-observer model, but is part of a
collaborative effort based on an expressed confidence in my ability to reproduce
the voices and the politics of those who have put their trust in me. In the counterdiscourse presented in Chapter Six, Indigenous surfers and elders share their
knowledge and offer a different way, not only of conceiving of the seascape and
the practice of surfing, but of placing country within an entirely different
epistemological framework, one that articulates pride of place without subscribing
to white, western notions of nation, sovereignty and nationalism. This chapter
draws on Indigenous theories, histories and philosophies and, within the local
context of the Illawarra region, it speaks through the voices of those for whom
pride of country has endured the extensive violence of colonialism that has been
specific to this region. Some of the voices are included in the main body of the
chapter, while others, who requested anonymity, are included in the survey
attached as an appendix to this chapter. This research was conducted with a total
of twenty surfers from the Wodi-Wodi region28 who took part in a survey
comprising six questions: (1) Could you tell me what the beach means to you? (2)
Is the beach relevant to your identity as an Aboriginal person? (3) It is often said
that the beach is a place of social equality. What do you think of this view? (4)
Why do you surf? (5) In your view, is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from
non-Aboriginal surfing culture? (6) What are the rules of surfing? The purpose of
28
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this survey was primarily to include the views and voices of Aboriginal surfers as
the main sources of knowledge in this area of study. I was guided with the
construction of the questions by Bronwyn Lumby, whose insistence that I include
Indigenous research in accordance with academic requirements and scrupulous
attentiveness to the “fear of the ‘R’ (research) word” among Aboriginal people
has been the inspiration for this chapter. The responses are placed in the appendix
for the purpose of enabling them to be read in their entirety.
This thesis offers a genealogy of white surfing history and its association
with national identity. Within the analytic framework described and discussed in
Chapter Two, I theorise ways of articulating whiteness, masculinity, and nation,
through a range of surfing texts that have been selected according to various
considerations. The wide-ranging selection of texts examined in the thesis reflects
the complexity of the subject matter and provides scope with which to draw out
the historical shifts underpinning the transformation from bush to beach. There is
a limitless range of texts that deal with surfing, beach culture and with
constructions of masculinity in relation to national identity. Selecting useful and
appropriate material for the thesis’ aims has been done with careful consideration.
I have included fiction, film, photographic and television texts that have inspired
interpretations of nation and national identity and given focus to these concepts
through representations of masculinity in relation to surfing and beach culture.
This broad focus allows me to explore the diversity of narrative and generic styles
that contribute to the connections between surfing, masculinity and nation.
Specifically, I refer to television documentary, adult and teen fiction, surfing
video, film documentary, internet sources, photography and feature film. .
20

Surfing magazines have provided a large amount of material with which to
explore the complexity of surfing masculinity, and from these I exemplify from a
wide range that deal with the historical mainstreaming of surfing. I have selected
a range of films that illustrate surfing and beach culture. A Personal History of
the Australian Surf: Confessions of a Straight Poofter, Puberty Blues, Blackrock
and the AFI documentary The Beach provide diverse and expansive material from
which the cultural meanings of the beach and surfing can be gleaned according to
the considerations of the thesis. Canonical Australian literary texts from the
Bulletin school provide reference points for discussions on more contemporary
works that draw on this canon and that deal specifically with constructions of
Australian nationalism. The periodical re-invocation of these texts in public
discourses about Australia’s national identity attests to their power in both
informing and constructing debates about Australia’s self-image. Many of the
major works contributing to the Australian literary canon thematise the
relationship between men and nation and propound a model of masculinity in the
bushman that, as I will argue, has been readily transposed onto the modern surfer.
Some mention needs to be made of my use of terminology throughout the
thesis. The terms “Indigenous” and “Aboriginal” both appear in capitalised form
throughout. I am aware of varying, and changing, protocols in this practice from
both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal writers. However, I nominate these terms as
proper nouns because in this context, they are denotative of Australia’s First
Peoples and, as such, demand the respect afforded to other specified racial or
cultural groups. Secondly, I use the collective term Aboriginal or Indigenous
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“peoples” which refers to the diversity of cultures that constitute Aboriginal
identities.
The thesis is structured as follows. In Chapter Two, I map out the
theoretical underpinnings of the thesis. I begin by engaging comprehensively
with the work of the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) on
subcultures and countercultures. I emphasise surfing’s mainstream status as a
corrective to the emphasis elsewhere on its subcultural and countercultural
aspects. Because surfing is predominantly practiced by white male youth, I
contend that it is often less subversive than is presented as the case. In order to
support this claim, I analyse in some detail the categories “subculture,”
“counterculture” and “mainstream,” weighing their advantages as descriptive
categories, or tools for speaking about particular cultural formations, while
simultaneously drawing attention to their inadequacy as descriptors for often
complex cultural formations. Also discussed in Chapter Two are departures from
the early CCCS analyses by Sarah Thornton, and the more recent theorisations of
“post-subcultrural studies.” Post-subcultrural studies propose terminological
changes, nominating “clubcultures” and “neo-tribes” as terms which, it is claimed,
more accurately describe the haphazardness that characterises many emergent
youth formations. Throughout the thesis, I refer to “mainstream” surfing and
while noting the problems associated with this term, identified in the work of
post-subculture theorists, I outline in Chapter Two the usefulness of the concept in
relation to my analysis. I note the homogenising tendencies of surfing culture and
keep in sight its capacity to produce white Australian surfers as a monolithic
youth formation.
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Chapter Three gives an historical account of surfing’s development in
Australia and tracks the development, representation and iconic status of the surflifesaving movement. This chapter looks also at the development of beach culture
generally and illustrates the historical shifts that have displaced the bushman as
the central masculine figure in the Australian popular imaginary. Chapter Three
traces the development of representations of the beach in film, documentary and
political rhetoric, and the multitudinous ways in which they have been, and are,
linked with nation. It also explores the connections between surfing and nation
and the ways in which these are tied to a specific pedagogical framework by
which the nation comes to conceive of itself as “outdoorsy” and begins to develop
a national culture that is distinctive, yet not disconnected, from Britain’s, in much
the same way as representations of bush culture defined Australian-ness in the
nineteenth century. During this time, the notion of freedom was also prominent in
discourses of nationhood, 29 although, as I have noted, the political discourse of
neo-liberalism has brought about significant changes; freedom as a concept can be
applied to a range of national values simultaneously, regardless of the appearance
of logical contradiction. The theme of freedom is given focus in Chapter Four
where I begin to tease out surfing’s representational force through a range of texts
produced by surfers and non-surfers. Entitled “Be Yourself. Naturally.” Chapter
Four takes a slogan from a current advertisement for iced tea to discuss surfing’s
use of freedom as an ontological precept; being (“yourself”) is for surfers, about
freedom. In this chapter, I examine surfing representations by the writers Tim
Winton, Fiona Capp and Brett D’Arcy. These have been selected on the basis of
29
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the diversity of genre they represent: Winton’s novels from the Lockie Leonard
series are teen fictions, Fiona Capp’s That Oceanic Feeling is a personal
exploration of surfing, and Brett D’Arcy’s Mindless Ferocity of Sharks is a novel
about surfing that includes the perspectives of a group of unemployed, eccentric
subjects and their children. In addition, Chapter Three explores surfing and the
beach through the video production, Sun, Surf and Sand, which illustrates,
through short clips of newsreel footage, the development of beach culture through
early forms of visual film media. Chapter Three also examines surfing’s selfrepresentation through magazine and documentary texts produced by the
movement itself. In mapping out the ideology inscribed in “Be Yourself.
Naturally,” Chapter Three demonstrates the ideological application of this slogan,
not only as a means of selling iced tea, but also in reproducing a politicised textual
framework whereby a range of knowledge surrounding surfing and beach culture,
and surfing and national identity, can make meaning.
In Chapter Four, I explore the connections between surfing and
masculinity and attempt to bring into focus the particularity of surfing’s masculine
orientation, and its differences from, and similarities to, other modes of masculine
definition. I am also interested here in how surfing texts function to interpellate
males; that is, what devices and discursive frameworks work to sustain and
promote surfing’s masculinity. In addition, I examine what I see as the
naturalised use of sexist and misogynistic advertising in surfing texts. I provide a
feminist analysis of these advertisements and draw on the work of bell hooks,
Judith Butler, Elizabeth Grosz and others to look also at the films previously
mentioned. My purpose in Chapter Four is to disclose the relationship between
24

surfing and white masculinity’s expressions of violence. Finally, I bring attention
to another manifestation of surfing’s violent codes in an analysis of the
contemporary phenomenon of “beach rage.” This is discussed in relation to
surfing’s highly competitive impulse, which cannot be disconnected from the neoliberal ideals of freedom previously mentioned.
The aims and objectives of this dissertation will be realised through its
interdisciplinary approach and its synthesis of textual analysis and oral
transcription. However, although I see interdisciplinary methodologies as an
asset to this work, I must also acknowledge the limitations of my investigation.
As I have stated, this thesis does not deal with women’s surfing. Nor does it
examine the formation of emerging groups that distinguish themselves from
mainstream surfing, such as Christian surfing or gay surfing.30 Although I make
reference to the practices of a local mainstream surfing community, my focus is
always on nation, and mainstream surfing’s relation to nation and white
masculinity, except in Chapter Six where nation is presented according to
Aboriginal definitions for whom the nation state, as an overarching structure, is
culturally irrelevant, despite its political force. This thesis encompasses a range
of interests and concerns and because of the diversity of content being covered, I
am acutely mindful of the temptation to homogenise or essentialise. In order to
alleviate this tendency, I have structured the chapters of this thesis in such a way
as to offer a logical and cohesive discussion about relevant topics that will draw
together the specificities of surfing and its relationship to national identity.
Simultaneously, this thesis participates in a critique of the power relations that
30
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produce nation and identity and enable its reproduction through texts and
practices that continue to erase or dismiss other, oppositional meanings and
culturally different ways of knowing.
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Chapter Two: Methodology
Introduction
This thesis requires a diverse methodology in order to bring into view the
connection between surfing, masculinity and national identity. National identity
is produced and reproduced according to a wide range of considerations that are
mobilised to produce a view of homogeneity and cohesiveness while maintaining,
within that framework, the appearance of support for cultural diversity. Among
these considerations, the two most prominently considered in my analysis are
whiteness and masculinity, although these are frequently discussed in relation to
class and heterosexual orientation in the discursive production of national identity.
Prior to embarking on this task, however, it seems necessary to find a way of
speaking about surfing that identifies its relationship to nation without
reproducing national identity’s homogenising impulse; surfing is, as I
acknowledge throughout, a diverse culture itself comprised of many practitioners
and enthusiasts who may not find identification within a mainstream status quo, or
indeed, within a group situation. However, the thesis looks primarily at surfing
representations and how these give expression to nation. With this in mind, I
explore in this Chapter the various theoretical terms that can be used to speak
about surfing. I ask how were these terms conceived, that is, during which
historical era, and for what purpose, and will they assist in the thesis’ objectives?
This chapter is therefore concerned with what theoretical tools can be best applied
to explore the triangular relationship between surfing, masculinity and nation.
With this in mind, my methodology will consider theories of how nation
and national identity are produced and maintained. I will be raising questions
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such as: what gives national identity its rhetorical force and how does surfing
contribute to this? Finally, as this thesis utilises discourse analysis, I will discuss
the implications of patriarchal discourse as an organising force and principle of
the racial, gendered and sexualised orientations of surfing. This is not intended to
give a consolidated account of patriarchy; rather I set up a framework through
which I can highlight the contradictions inherent in this discourse while
acknowledging its role in the production of all texts, including this thesis.
Categorising Surfing
In trying to categorise, or find a language for talking about surfing, my
research suggests that the categories “subculture,” “counterculture” and
“mainstream” are flimsy and problematic. Australian surfing fits into - and across
- all of these categorical entities. Although these terms are still often used to
identify particular cultural formations, their texts and practices, styles and beliefs,
they imply neat categorisations of culture that are no longer tenable without
significant re-conceptualisation of the terms themselves. The continual re-thinking
and re-working of categorical analysis I propose here addresses what Graham St.
John refers to as the “the lumbering modernist paradigm of youth subcultures”.1
However, having considered this “paradigm,” it is my contention that although
these terms are problematic, they are still useful. “Subculture,” “counterculture”
and “mainstream” have contemporary cultural currency, despite their modernist
origins. Particularly, I would argue, the still commonly used term “mainstream”
which I discuss further below, is one that can be useful in drawing out the national
orientations of a cultural group, or identifying the possibilities for its absorption
1
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into the national imaginary. While these terms are undoubtedly contentious,
primarily because of their capacity to homogenise, it is precisely this capacity that
allows them to identify subjects in national terms! The double-edged premise
here is one I acknowledge. However, in searching for a language to speak about
or describe surfing culture, I reiterate the usefulness of these terms. What I
identify as “mainstream” surfing culture throughout this thesis, that is, surfing
culture that promotes itself through transnational marketing of products and the
maintenance and dissemination of national identity through its textual production,
often promotes a subcultural identity, ostensibly for the purposes of projecting the
appearance of opposition to mainstream.
Subcultural theory, according to Oliver Marchant, is structured around
“fear of incorporation and subcultural heroism,” both of which disavow the
political. He claims that “there is no intrinsic resistant or subversive quality to
subcultures” and that “distinction between mainstream and subculture is not
tenable any more for both empirical and theoretical reasons.”2 In order to assess
the validity of such a claim, it is necessary to look at what constitutes a
subculture, and also to look at “counterculture” and “mainstream” to determine
how these categories have been used and whether post-subcultural studies provide
new insights into cultural formations that may be applied to an analysis of surfing.
In the context of any discussion about language and the politics of identity,
or indeed the linguistic framework used to categorise identities, the etymological
differences between the prefixes “sub” and “counter” cannot be overlooked.
“Sub” has its roots in the Latin sub denoting under, beneath, as in the terms
2
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“subaltern” or “subordinate.” It designates status according to notions of social
rank and hierarchy and functions to denote a fixed position, one that works against
notions of class mobility or indeed, the slipperiness of class as a category for
analysis. As a prefix, “sub” functions to maintain the illusion of categorical
purity through its position within a vertical framework of social identification.
Kent Pearson, in his seminal text on surfing in Australia and New Zealand, claims
rightly that “subculture is ultimately an analytic device of a researcher,” and that
“subculture” is suggestive of a manageable entity for research as opposed to one
used in culture in general.3 Pearson draws attention to the problems of categorical
definitions, noting their abstractness and their tendency to impose limitations.
Drawing on sociological analysis, Pearson enumerates features such as “social
interaction,” “communication patterns” and “social behaviour” as constitutive of
subcultures.4 Acknowledging “the sociological problems” of the “abstract issue”
of subcultures, Pearson returns later in the book to a discussion about how sport is
organised, using a complex array of graphs, diagrams and tables. Although his
research on surfing provides a useful historical account of surfing’s development,
its limitation is that it does not draw out what might constitute the materiality of a
subculture - that is who makes up this group he has defined in the title. There are
no references to gender, race or class, no indicators for the prefix “sub” outside of
structuralist explanations of “systems analysis.” The “subculture” of surfing
therefore remains a disembodied abstraction that Pearson claims “cannot be
directly seen or measured.”5 This was no doubt the case when Pearson wrote this
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study. However, “subcultures” have since been the subject of much theoretical
discussion which has enabled a broader understanding of their constitutive
elements.
The term subculture has historically been associated with a deviation from
the mainstream. Subcultures have been historically represented as sites for
resistance or political struggle, the origins of such definition emanating from
contemporary sociological research on delinquency.6 Such analysis derives from
middle-class notions of what constitutes unruly or deviant behaviour. What must
be considered is the way in which deviant behaviour and its consequences have
been scripted within the colonial setting of Australia. If subculture denotes
deviance, what does this term connote in terms of Aboriginality and the colonial
histories that mark Aboriginal subjects as literally sub, according to the meanings
“under,” “beneath,” “subordinate” used above? Also, if surfing culture is, as I
argue, in general a mainstream formation, albeit with subcultural and
countercultural inflections, where does this situate Aboriginal surfing formations?
These are considerations I will return to and, wherever possible throughout the
thesis, I will impose questions of race upon theoretical models from which they
appear often to be absent.
The representational force of subcultures is often attributed to iconic
“styles” which may encompass distinctive physical appearance, clothing, music,
language, day-to-day practices and so on. On the evidence of contemporary
surfing magazines, surfing often promotes itself in subcultural terms. In fact,
despite its links to corporate multinational organisations, surfing literature is at
6
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pains to proclaim the separateness and alternativeness of the culture, its difference
from, and purported indifference, or resistance, to what it perceives as a
conservative mainstream ethos: “We created our own subculture with our own
laws, gods, language and dress sense” claims a recent surfing editorial.7 The very
notion of being able to create a subculture implies both a mainstream and
countercultural position, if one subscribes to the reductiveness implied in these
categories; it signals both a knowledge of the mechanisms of capitalist economy
and the cultural capital needed to “create” something which can be viewed as
separate.
Mainstream surfing culture in many ways manifests conservatism through
the mandatory regulation brand name clothing, customised surfboards, variations
of the symbolic panel van, through its romantic and mythical orientations, and its
re/production of philosophical notions of a culture/nature distinction. As a
category that has distinctive, un-breachable links with Australian nationalism
through its white, heterosexually oriented ethos, homosocial practices and so on,
surfing culture both bolsters the conservatism associated with the respectability of
bourgeois consumption and production, while maintaining a distinctive identity
through tentative links to notions of rebellious youth. These links are spurious;
surfing culture is no more characterised by rebellious youth than other youth
cultural formations. The mainstream surfing movement is not associated with
deviance, alienation or subversion. It does not exhibit connections with
criminality or any type of law-breaking activity, in the way that, say, bikie groups
or youth drug cultures do, and it is not characterised by the political powerlessness
7

Horvath, Ben. Underground Surf, Winter, 1998, North Ryde: The Australian Publishing and
Printing Company, 1998, p. 12.

32

often theorised in contemporary analyses of subcultures, a type of analysis
generally based on marxist definitions of economic class positionality. So
although surfing culture pursues ideals of autonomy and freedom, ostensibly in
opposition to the mainstream work ethic, and although it projects these ideals
through representations of non-conformist ideologies, it is not a social formation
primarily concerned with dissidence from the centre. In a material sense, it is in
fact, a grouping heavily dependent upon the capitalist mechanics of production
and consumption; that is, it is precisely the means of production that facilitate
self-representation and the ability of the movement to promote itself in subcultural
terms. In other words, surfing’s use of dominant formations for the purposes of
self-representation functions to conceal the very contradictions within its selfdefinition as subcultural grouping. There exists, therefore, within surfing’s selfdefinition as a subculture a disjunction between the discursive and material
conditions of its identity that is occluded through its own textual representation.
This will be demonstrated throughout my analysis of mainstream surfing. At this
juncture, though, I want to examine some of the theories pertaining to subculture
that contributed to the formative work of theorists from the Birmingham Centre
for Contemporary Cultural Studies. (CCCS). This will allow me to unpack both
their useful and problematic aspects as methodologies that can be applied to an
examination of Australian surfing culture.
CCCS and Subcultural Theories
As Dick Hebdige notes in his study of subculture in Britain during the
1970s, “the meaning of subculture is always in dispute.”8 Early work carried out
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at the Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies in subcultural
analysis progressed from a sociological functionalist perspective to incorporate
the work of Marx, E. P. Thompson and Gramsci in attempts to comprehend what
was viewed, and at times romanticised, as the resistance manifested by youth
groupings to the constraints of hegemonic control. While this work remains
useful in tracing the emergence and proliferation of post-war subcultural
formations, it is specific to Britain, and mainly oriented towards the study of the
activities of young, white, working-class men. It is heavily influenced by a
marxist discourse that focuses on class, thereby eliding reference to questions of
race, ethnicity and gender that are integral to contemporary studies of social and
cultural formations. Much of the early work in this area is prescriptive. It is
inclined towards making assumptions about subcultures as seemingly powerless
groups of working-class subjects whose access to any type of power or agency is
limited due to the fixity of class relations. For example, according to Hall et al.,
subcultures
all derive in the first instance from a working class parent culture: hence
they are all subordinate subcultures in relation to the dominant middle
class or bourgeois cultures.9 [italics in original]
The problem of identifying subculture with “subordinate” groupings reinforces
the notion of categorical fixity and locates power in the hands of a dominant class.
This approach does not accommodate the view that power is relational, discursive,
and is structured and dispersed according to dialogic networks, continuously
creating spaces whereby interventions into systemic relations of power can take
place. Rather, this view of subcultures implies a marxist model of fixed relations
9
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of power that delimit notions of agency or resistance. The view of subcultural
identity as derivative from a “working-class parent culture” also signals a rigidity
of class positionality. It does not allow for the ways in which discursive
interventions can be made or where tactics of agency can be deployed for the
purpose of accessing and utilising institutional sites for unintended purposes.
However, having said this, I do not support the view, that seems to be prominent
in much post subcultural studies work, that class is no longer relevant in
discerning the practices and articulations of cultural groups. Class is certainly
relevant to cultural analysis, as I will demonstrate throughout this work.
Sarah Thornton in her critique of Dick Hebdige’s work on subculture
claims that he sets up an ahistorical dichotomy between mainstream and
subculture, one which locates subculture in terms of working-class youth.10
While I agree with this critique, it is important to note that Subculture: The
Meaning of Style is a study carried out two decades ago that refers quite
specifically to the emergence of youth subcultures in Britain. Although Hebdige
applies the terms “mainstream” and “subculture” as a useful framework, he also
draws attention to the problems of reasserting binarisms through cultural analysis:
“What is missing from these accounts is any idea of historical specificity.”11
Hebdige reaffirms the importance of attentive historical contextualisation while
simultaneously emphasising the need for ongoing analysis in the interests of
providing new, less problematic and more rigorous methodologies with which to
theorise subcultural formations. His work stresses the importance of noting how
commodities are used by subcultural groupings, both in relation to pleasure and
10
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use-value, and contrasts this with more orthodox usage or style as manifested by
conventional modes of consumption.12 He argues that the ‘raw’ material of
culture:
can never be completely ‘raw’. It is always mediated: inflected by the
historical context in which it is encountered; posited upon a specific
ideological field which gives it a particular life and particular
meanings.13
While Hebdige does orient his analysis of subculture towards the various
formations of British working class youth, he also notes the difficulties of
applying a neatly defined class analysis through his emphasis on the uses made of
commodities within and by particular groups of people. Rigorous attention to this
phenomenon, Hebdige contends, provides a means of identifying cultural
formations in broader terms as categories for analysis. This work, then, begins to
articulate the possibility for a Foucaultian theory of relational power whereby
appropriations and interventions can be made in accordance with desire, needs
and circumstance, and the variations of subject positions inhabited by consumers
and producers of culture.
Drawing upon the theories of subculture emanating mainly from studies
undertaken in Britain, analyses of “subculture” in Australia have generally also
used the term to denote formations comprising white, predominantly male,
working-class youth. Although recent shifts in the definition of subculture have
initiated a broader focus for analysis, the term bears the traces of “failure” or the
inability or incapability to fit in or conform. As David Chaney notes, the recent reevaluation of the term “subculture” by cultural critics to incorporate the
12
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possibilities for resistance, subversion and political struggle has been central to
contemporary re-interpretations.14 Subcultures and countercultures are both,
however, marked by these re-interpretations. Surfing representations often appear
to shift seamlessly from their subcultural predispositions to a countercultural
emphasis, aligning the movement with identifications common to middle-class
protests movements of the 1960s and 1970s that were characterised by “dropping
out” or getting “back to nature.” This shift in representation from subculture to
counterculture is also reflected in theoretical discussions about surfing.
Counterculture reflects a middle-class opposition to what are considered “other”
middle-class representations and ethos; countercultural movements, therefore, are
often at pains to distance themselves from what are perceived to be mainstream
ideals and practices. Countercultures have distinct historical roots within
academia and among the intelligentsia. As a term used primarily to signify
hippies, students, or more recently, the alternative, “back to the land” lifestyles of
people who opt (or can afford) to “drop out,” countercultures, although
originating from a position of disenchantment, signify less a rebellion than a sidestepping of ideological hegemony.15 By this I mean that countercultures in
general interpellate subjects who perceived themselves to be apart from any idea
of a status quo. They are formations that propose ideological alternatives which,
although perceived to be (and seeing themselves as being) in opposition to
dominant discourses, can also complement them - for example, in the areas of
14
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human rights, cultural politics, environmentalism and so on. Countercultures,
therefore, usually project no tangible threat in terms of political action or potential
uprising. In other words, countercultures are not oppositional movements as such
because they generally work within the boundaries of existing political and social
frameworks while challenging the hegemonic control of institutions. Indeed,
they are often incorporated and sanctioned by these frameworks under the guise of
democratic notions of ‘free speech.’ Countercultural movements can often be
contained within, and adapted to, dominant discourses. They are thus a minimal
threat to the illusion of a cohesive social order. In fact, their commodification by
hegemonic forces can concretise perceptions of national cohesion. However,
here again, linguistic categories demonstrate their inadequacy. What might be
conceived as postmodern technological counter-cultural movements, described by
Graham St. John as “DIY technotribalism,” such as “New Edge,” “cyberpunks” or
“techno rave culture,” are not, according to St. John, so easily contained. Techno
rave culture, he claims, “is ambiguous, decentralised and nomadic, and since it
cannot be entirely known or controlled, its inhabitants dwell outside total
governmentality.”16 St. John also considers the political protests of groups
opposing globalisation as the “groundswell of proactive interventions undertaken
by the politically disposed,” referred to by Naomi Klein as “a period of new
resistance.”17
While there is clearly a need to re-conceptualise ways to theorise cultural
groups, there is also a tendency in claims such St. John’s regarding rave culture to
abandon entirely all of the elements of previous work. To state that a group
16
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“dwell[s] outside total governmentality” suggests that such a group comprises
bodies that are outside of the domain of governmental regulation. That is, if the
term “governmentality” is used in its Foucaultian sense to indicate how power
structures produce subjects, it is difficult to see how a coherent analysis of culture
can be undertaken if certain formations such as rave culture can be theorised as
extraneous to the power structures that regulate culture.
Mainstream surfing culture in Australia, to my mind, does not fit squarely
into a neat sociological framework. It is neither representative of a subculture or a
counterculture. I argue for its relevance as a “mainstream” youth formation on the
basis that it both produces and reproduces the neo-liberal ideologies I referred to
in Chapter One. This does not mean surfing culture does not have subcultural or
countercultural manifestations. It manifests both, as I will demonstrate. What is
of interest are surfing’s links to the nation. It is likely, therefore, that it is within
its mainstream manifestations that I will locate this connection. I am not
discounting entirely, though, the work of post-subcultural theories which I address
in more detail below. Firstly, however, I want to expand my discussion of the
political implications of surfing culture by turning to the work of Michel de
Certeau.
Michel de Certeau and “ways of operating”
Michel de Certeau’s work offers useful ways of looking at cultural
formations and the practices of users and consumers of culture. He suggests it is
possible to propose “some of the ways of thinking about everyday practices of
oppressed and marginalised consumers, supposing from the start that they are of a
tactical nature”; that is, to observe the ways in which cultural practices are
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consciously reworked, reordered and redefined, tricked artfully and productively
into new inventions and reformulated discursivities by those relegated to the
status of ‘sub’ cultural groupings. Referring to Foucault’s work in the area of
disciplinary power, de Certeau addresses the multifarious “ways of operating” that
consumers utilise in order to subvert and reduce institutional power.18 This does
not point to a space existing outside of “total govermentality,” as suggested by St.
John in relation to the transience and ambiguity of rave culture. Rather, it signals
the often-fragile relationship between individuals and state institutions that can
never be completely relied upon to produce compliant subjects or compliant
behaviour. What is marked by de Certeau is the unpredictability of culture and the
potential for cultural subjects to destabilise and subvert institutional power
through the gap between the state and the individual, between the powerful and
the less powerful. De Certeau sees this space between the individual and the state
as a place where “scattered practices survive”19 and suggests that “the re-use of
products are linked together in a kind of obligatory language, and their
functioning is related to social situations and power relationships.”20 De Certeau’s
work can be applied to certain working-class groups of males who surf. For
example, “Port Surfers,” a group of surfers who frequent the Port Kembla beach
area south of Wollongong and who often cannot afford designer wear surf apparel
or designer surfboards
often just go for the cheaper brands or get someone to fix up old boards
themselves if they can’t afford a new one. If you just love surfing, the
emphasis is on having a reasonable board and a wettie. A lot of the local
surfers do buy the brand name gear, but a lot can’t afford it and prefer to
18
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spend their money on a good board or a decent wettie. So a lot of guys
wear cheaper copies and don’t worry about the image thing so much; it’s
the surfing that really matters to them. Yeah. A lot of the surfies around
Port trade stuff too, like videos and mags. They’ll just swap or share
round. Port surfers don’t get to travel much either. A lot of the surfers
from my way can’t get work. And that’s old guys too, not just the young
ones. So they tend to surf the local wave mainly.21
“Post-subcultural studies” makes much of rethinking the status of the
“heroic” in subcultural studies, arguing against the idea of working-class youth
who “‘heroically’ resist subordination through ‘semiotic guerrilla warfare’”.22
Clearly, a re-evaluation of what constitutes cultural categories is warranted.
However, there needs to be some attention paid to the nuances of cultural
groupings whereby, although there may be an absence of explicit subversion,
practices can also be seen to be reworked in a de Certeauian sense, as is evident in
the case of the Port surfers. In other words, practices can be seen to make sense
or to be workable in the absence of the mandatory consumer requirements of
style: surfers from working-class areas wear “copies”, fix up each others boards,
trade surfing paraphernalia, and pass around magazines and videos. These
practices are class-related; they are based on economic constraints. The re-use of
products through sharing, copying, fixing up and so on, is described by de Certeau
in terms of power relations. These are the “scattered practices” that he suggests
are “dominated but not erased by the triumphal success of one of their number.”23
The reworking of culture, as demonstrated above, is not an example of “semiotic
guerrilla warfare.” It is an explicit demonstration of the ways in which cultural
subjects often have to “make do” in order to participate in culture.
21
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I draw attention to de Certeau’s distinction between the terms “tactic” and
“strategy” in order to clarify the importance of recognising the artful ways in
which subjects re-work culture to their advantage.

According to de Certeau, a

strategy is “the calculation (or manipulation) of power relationships that becomes
possible as soon as a subject with will and power ... can be isolated.” “Every
strategic rationalization,” he claims, “seeks first of all to distinguish its own
'place', that is, the place of its own power and will.”24 In contrast, “the space of a
tactic is the space of the other … a manoeuvre ... within enemy territory ... an art
of the weak.”25 Both tactics and strategies produce real and significant effects.
While a strategy may demand a spatial occupancy to impose its intentions, a
tactic, as de Certeau notes, takes by surprise, acting as a “guileful ruse” that
potentially de-stabilises the discursive boundaries that regulate subjects according
to place, or more accurately, lack of place.
Changes in power relations by the less powerful can often only be effected
at a micro level. This does not signal a fixity of power relationships whereby the
weak are condemned to perpetual subordinacy. Rather, it illustrates the gaps,
spaces, and inroads whereby non-fixity and non-compliance can be seen to intrude
and express themselves. There is undoubtedly a danger in naively celebrating de
Certeau’s ‘tricksters’ as heroic producers of texts informed by their desire for
“indirect or “errant” trajectories which will obey their own logic.26 This view
merely reverses the operational logic of powerful/powerless by ascribing the
tactics of the weak as strengths, in Derridean terms, reinstating that which one is
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attempting to critique.27 The danger of ascribing heroic status to the presumed
“weak” members of subcultures is articulated in post-subcultural theory. It is
equally important, though, when trying to understand the complexities of cultural
formations, not to ignore the interventions made into power relations. In the
context of this thesis, which is situated within the socio-cultural histories of
colonial perceptions of a white nation, there is a long history of resistance by
errant tricksters, some of which, I would argue, is rightly accorded an heroic
status - for example, in the case of the political activism of Indigenous peoples
who have confronted, and who continue to confront colonial authority. As I write,
an Aboriginal man has recently been killed in custody in Palm Island,
Queensland. Local Aboriginal people say the police killed him. They have
responded to this tragedy by burning down the local police station, an act that has
produced a wide range of reactions, not least of which is a government inquiry.
This reality represents the daily lives of many Indigenous people who form
cultural groups and share cultural practices. To disregard the political
commitment that speaks back to, and fights oppression, is, it seems to me, to
ignore the heroic acts of intervention that challenge authority and policy at the
level of direct political action.
As I will demonstrate throughout this thesis, many surfing culture texts
reproduce the very ideologies they purport to disavow through their attempts to
identify in subcultural terms. As mentioned above, though, there are groups of
surfers, such as the “Port surfers” and the Illawarra Aboriginal surfers discussed
in Chapter Six, who are located largely outside of the ethos and representational
27
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forces of what can be identified as mainstream surfing. This may be due to
economic factors, to class position, to cultural backgrounds that do not subscribe
to dominant national values, to homosexual orientation, physicality, religious
affiliation, age, or a combination of all or many of these factors and others. As
stated, these groups cannot be usefully described as “subcultures” within the
mainstream, nor indeed, as “neo-tribes”, a contemporary usage I will discuss.
They are not separate from, or indifferent to, the economic and political processes
that recognise surfing as a nationally valorised male practice. Moreover, surfers,
like most cultural subjects, occupy a range of positions: they may also be
members of other formations, which may establish more clearly a mainstream,
countercultural or subcultural identity. For example, they may be football
enthusiasts or they may be homeless. However, in seeking to avoid the charge of
suggesting that all cultural groups are ‘absorbed’ into mainstream or commodified
by it, I reassert my earlier claim that the colonial relations of power that produce
the amorphous category of the “mainstream,” frequently articulated at
governmental levels, can be identified across all major institutional sites.

The

power of the mainstream to absorb its detractors is not inconsequential.
Post-subcultural Studies
The French sociologist Michael Maffesoli speaks about the need to
abandon the socio-structural identities implied by modernist categorisations in
favour of attending to what he sees as the emergence of the more fluid tribus or
“tribal” formations.28 I would argue that race, class, gender, religion, disability
and so on, are more pertinent than ever in discerning the daily practices,
28
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motivations, politics, language and so on of “hybrid” or fluid formations. The
“Port surfers” I spoke of, for example, is a “fluid” group inclusive of subjects
from a diversity of cultural and class backgrounds. However, individual histories
cannot be ignored, especially those of young men who are unrepresented by the
dominant discourses of nation and to whom the practice of surfing means in
different ways to those engaged with surfing’s mainstream competitive industry.
Also, the implications of the postmodern term “tribal” and its variants (“neotribes,” “technotribes”) used by Maffesoli and other theorists29 as more fitting
denotations than “subcultures” (or the more recent “spectacular subcultures”,
applied to “gothics” or “punks”), require attention. This usage is of concern for a
number of reasons. Firstly, the term “tribe” has a long and fraught history in the
area of anthropology where it has been used as a signifier of otherness for those
whose beliefs and practices did not accord with those of the researchers. “Tribes”
was, and is, a term used to denote colonial perceptions of the ‘backwardness’ of
people who had no recognisable social order or structure, or no coherent system of
government. And while I acknowledge the multi-accentuality of linguistic and
cultural signs, the history of this term as it applies to an Australian or any colonial
situation cannot be overlooked. Secondly, the term “neo-tribe” connotes newness
through the etymology of its prefix, which functions to elide any references to the
historical emergence of cultural formations, that is, to what preceded, informed or
inspired their development as a cultural group. Given that all youth cultures have
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a history, and that any coherent analysis of these groups demands consideration of
the embodied histories of their members, it seems to me that the term “neo-tribe”
erases historical specificity and is yet another amorphous term that demonstrates
even less rigour than the nebulous signifiers “mainstream,” “counter-culture” and
“subculture” that it seeks to replace. Maffesoli’s claim that race, class, gender, and
so on, can no longer be conceived as determinants for group identities,30 is
disturbing. Also of concern is the idea that ‘tribes’ are embroiled in a language
that suggests resistance to theorisation. “Ambience, “state of mind”, and “form”,
all terms Maffesoli uses to describe “neo-tribes”, denote a postmodern “fluidity”
that defies academic precision. Maffesoli claims that the “tribe” operates
without the rigidity of the forms of organization with which we are
familiar, it refers to a certain ambience, a state of mind, and is preferably
to be expressed through lifestyles that favour appearance and form.31
But what does this mean? Are we to assume that “lifestyles” are also removed
from institutional power and that “appearance” and “form” are in some way
produced outside of discourse?
Everyday life functions within highly controlled environments where
disciplinary constraints are imposed to regulate and control social behaviour and
practices. Maffesoli’s descriptors could be applied to surfing: there is certainly a
“state of mind” and an “ambience” articulated by surfers. Surfing has a distinct
“form.” However, this idea of “neo-tribes” depoliticises by suggesting there are
no politics in everyday practices, that cultural formations are reducible to the
nebulousness of “ambience” or a “state of mind.” Surfing, as I will demonstrate,
30
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cannot be depoliticised because its foundations, like those of many other cultural
groups, are embedded in nation.
Andy Bennett argues “neo-tribalism … allows for the shifting nature of
youth’s musical and stylistic preferences and the essential fluidity of youth
cultural groups.”32 The notion of the “fluidity” of cultural groups requires
attention. It, too, has gained some currency, and is often used to suggest that it is
no longer tenable to use the ‘fixed’ structuralist terminology of early CCCS work.
I would suggest, though, that it is not necessary, or indeed, tenable, and probably
never was, to see the terms “mainstream,” “subculture,” “counterculture” as fixed,
and that they can only ever be identified as yardsticks whose use must always be
nuanced by attention to their internal variations. Clearly, subcultures never were
representative of a subject’s entirety; youth in particular may exercise a repertoire
of ways of being that vary across institutional sites. Conversely, subjects who see
themselves as being part of a mainstream culture are also not necessarily solely
identified by a homogenous status quo. The emphasis on “fluidity” in postsubcultural theory marks a postmodern de-politicisation of cultural formations. .
“Neo-tribes” is a new conceptual tool whose purpose is to understand the rapid
shifts that are occurring in culture – and in politics - and to address the
inadequacies of previous theoretical tools. However, “neo-tribes” instates a new
privileged category unmarked by embodied variations or histories. To this end, it
serves no useful purpose in my analysis of surfing and nation. Nevertheless, work
in post-subcultural studies remains noteworthy because it has assumed some
influence in finding alternative ways to theorise emergent formations. That it has
32
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had this impact is understandable, particularly as much of this theory, like its
predecessor, subcultural theory, attempts to make sense of the many youth
cultural formations emerging in Britain, especially since the Thatcher years where
the once readily identifiable boundaries of class have become obscured. I can
therefore see the relevance of this body of work in its application to what might be
niche cultures or certain groups who identify with, say, a particular style of music
or certain on-line youth formations. Its application to surfing, though, is not
useful because surfing, as I will demonstrate, does not fit neatly into any singular
categorical unit but moves across the paradigm of possibilities, deploying a
variety of significations that fall into the recognisable domains of mainstream,
counterculture and subculture. I now want to look more closely at how
countercultural movements might have interpellated surfers into modes of selfrepresentation that reflected countercultural philosophies.
Counterculture: “Country Soul”
The 1970s “Country Soul” movement, whose followers were known as
“soul surfers,” represents one of that era’s many manifestation of counter-cultural
formations. The term counter, as in counter-culture, from the Latin contra,
denotes opposition.33 It implies contrariety, a reversal or a contrasting position.
The term, while it suggests oppositionality, can also be seen to dovetail with the
liberal humanist discourse of choice: the terms “subculture” and “counterculture,”
then, as conventionally applied, refer to specific and disparate speaking positions.
However, the fixity of positions denoted in the terms “sub” or “subculture” tends
to locate members of so called “sub” formations as powerless while at the same
33
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time representing them as resistant. Clearly, this tension is untenable and
oversimplifies the multiplicity of networks that play a part in cultural formations.
As Geoff Stahl aptly puts it,
social and cultural practices, condensed to mere processes of signification,
are consequently viewed through theories inadequately predisposed to
consider the complex intersection and layering of institutional, industrial,
material, social, spatial and temporal dimensions and relations that
facilitate and circumscribe a given formation’s operation.34
“Counterculture” suggests the privileged ability to circumvent the
hegemonic constraints of capitalist ideology by eliding or minimising the effects
of consumerism at will. Countercultural movements are often referred to in terms
of social movements that signal the agendas of social protest, in which “life styles,
beliefs and values are distinct from the main or dominant culture, and which may
challenge its central beliefs, ideals and institutions.”35 Countercultures function
for the main part within the dominant ideologies of liberal humanism; however,
members of countercultures are often exposed to and positioned by alternative
discourses. Countercultures therefore signal the collaboration that takes place
between exponents of mainstream beliefs and those who challenge their authority
and have the wherewithal to do so, often without incurring the penalties that may
apply to less privileged or less discursively literate members of society.
Countercultural movements often invoke concepts of freedom to address issues
that complement and reinforce the humanist ideologies integral to modern, neoliberal, democratic systems of power. Surfing culture deploys the humanist
concept of freedom. As I demonstrate in this thesis, this ideal is central to
34
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surfing’s ethos, to its pursuit of pleasure, its interest in preserving the seascape
and its fundamental belief that freedom is something that can only be achieved
through surfing. The “soul surfing” of the 1970s era was defined both in
subcultural and countercultural terms as a movement that was in dissonance with
what was considered by many surfers to be an offensive burgeoning era of mass
consumerism. “Country soul,” like many other counter cultural groups of the
1960s, also appropriated eastern traditions and practices, expressing itself as a
quasi-religious formation; as Australian surfer Nat Young claims, “surfing
became not just a sport but a cult.”36
The term ‘cult’, from the Latin cultus, to protect or honour with worship,37
evokes the spiritual ethos of nature and the ‘natural’ that was assiduously
projected through representations of soul surfing from its inception in the late
1960s and early 1970s. Soul surfing was a romantic movement motivated by a
somewhat utopian view of ‘back to nature’ simplicity that sat in contradistinction
to a burgeoning technological society. The emphasis was on symbiosis and
harmony with the ‘natural’ world, rather than ownership, competition and
acquisition. It is important to note a textual revisiting of this movement identified
in many magazines by sentiments such as: “Surfers ... know you can’t own the
foreshores. We know that to live on it is to move with it, respecting the ebb and
flow.”38 I see this as a representational ‘return’ rather than a revival of the earlier
soul surfing movement’s practices. Although these representations abound, they
sit uncomfortably with the localism and territorialism that finds expression in
36
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“surf rage.”39 These articulations also did not correspond with the parallel
movement of professional surfing that was rapidly becoming mainstreamed’ or
commodified by capitalist international marketing. Nat Young refers to the period
prior to surfing’s incorporation into mainstream marketing as a time when soul
surfing was fashionable because it represented mainstream disenchantment: “the
long-haired back-to-nature surf stars were heavily involved in meditation,
astrology, health foods, the self, the striving for physical perfection ... and
drugs”,40 he recalls.
Surfing’s countercultural leanings found expression in the soul surfing
movement. However, as I have claimed, contemporary manifestations of this
ethos in surfing texts are, in my view, a form of rejuvenation that allows the
surfing fraternity to represent itself via a romantic view of surfing and nature.
While there are surfers who identify with the countercultural aspects of surfing
found in environmental concern and non-competitive practice, surfing is still
largely represented through mainstream marketing which focuses on the mass
production and consumption of surfing products and surfing’s competitive
orientation. This does not detract from the lingering countercultural romanticism
that still informs surfing’s textuality; its spiritual ethos and its quest for ‘freedom’
have been reconfigured to complement the neo-liberal philosophy that prevails in
many western cultures.
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What and where is the ‘Mainstream’?
Attention must be given to the culturally recognisable, yet amorphous
concept of “mainstream.” It could be argued that surfing has been so successfully
commercialised, nationalised and integrated into and by mainstream Australian
culture that it now occupies a predominantly mainstream identity, one
encapsulated within recognisably white, masculinist codes of signification. Such a
contention invites critique from post-subcultural theorists who argue that the
orthodoxy of previous CCCS work drawing on Gramsci is no longer tenable and
that incorporation into a dominant culture is not necessarily the only prospect for
oppositional youth cultures. However, there is a traceable history of surfing in
Australia that marks its development across the spectrum of cultural categories. Its
organization into a recognisable movement occurred in the post-war period when
it could be seen as something of a subculture in terms of its opposition to the work
ethic and its relatively small group of enthusiasts. As mentioned, its countercultural turn acquired recognition in the 1970s with the introduction of “country
soul.” In the late 1970s, professional surfing exploded and it was at this point that
surfing began to be used as a marketing device for products, tourism and for the
promulgation of national identity. Surfing had become “mainstream.” The
difficulty of the terminology discloses itself at this point, though, as surfing
continues to represent itself in both countercultural and subcultural ways. And
indeed, surfing’s history cannot be so neatly narrated; there are undoubtedly
variations within these transitional phases of surfing’s development that can detect
its occupation of all categories in their definitive and orthodox interpretations.
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As Sarah Thornton rightly notes, much work in the area of subcultural studies is
rife with the “inconsistent fantasies of the mainstream.”41 A nebulous term,
“mainstream” signifies an identifiable cultural norm which all pursuits and
practices within society can be measured against or equated with. Within much
contemporary analysis, the term “mainstream” hinges upon a naive belief that this
category comprises individuals marked by conservatism or conventionality,
lacking in impulse towards deviation or difference from orthodoxy. This is a
simplistic and slippery perception in relation to the diverse daily practices and
values of a large number of subjects! As a referent for what is perceived as
normative, “mainstream” connotes compliance with a set of tried and true
imperatives, a regulative mode of thought and behaviour. The mainstream is a not
too distant signifier from the reductive and equally nebulous notion of “average
Australians,” a label generally employed as a yardstick with which to disclose
non-average, non-white, and deviant, ideals and practices. “Mainstream,” while a
valuable tool for social regulation, clearly raises many questions. Are we to
assume, for example, that the mainstream comprises a mass of homogenised
subjects who lack the capacity to influence the relations of power which designate
them according to ideals of “normative” values, shared beliefs, communality of
beliefs, ideas, practices? The very notion of the mainstream is steeped in the
myth of communal consensus and produces the illusion of a majoritised mass
whose interests are more similar than they are dissimilar. It must be asked: who,
and where, are these subjects, and what defines their position as occupiers of this
mainstream category? Mainstream, as a recognisable cultural category, contains

41

Thornton, Sarah. Club Cultures, p. 93.

53

many disparate groupings, deviations, counter-groups, variant cultural and social
formations, youth cultures and so on, many of which, although “fitting into” the
mainstream in that they do not operate in direct confrontation to dominant cultural
mores, also represent ideologies and practices which are contestatory and that
detract from discourses propounded as the status quo. The mainstream cannot,
therefore, be reduced or devalued into a mass of conformist individuals any more
than it can typify a bourgeois pace-setting elite. And there are instances where,
despite the protestations of those challenging CCCS orthodoxy, the mainstream
can be seen to contain its detractors. This does not negate the idea that dissension
and resistance occur and impact upon the orderliness of mainstream culture. As a
term often used problematically as an analytic measurement of culture which
represents an imagined like-minded community, ‘mainstream’ refers to what
Foucault calls “the great fantasy...the idea of a social body constituted by the
universality of wills.”42 Thus, while it functions as a yardstick with which to
determine the extent of cultural deviation or detraction, it is, at best, a slippery
term. Its usefulness in this thesis however, lies in its ability to signify in political
terms and therefore, to invoke national consensus. “Mainstream” is used
frequently by the current Prime Minister John Howard invoking what Foucault
terms the “universality of wills.” Howard refers to his acknowledged hero, former
Prime Minister Robert Menzies, as the champion of “the forgotten people, the
great mainstream of Australians.”43 While I use the term “mainstream surfing” to
mark surfing’s white, male preoccupations throughout this dissertation, I
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acknowledge that surfing culture straddles all categories of analysis at various
historical moments. Also, in its representational form, that is, in the way surfing
projects itself through various modes of textual production, it presents itself across
the spectrum of available categories. I suggest that it is precisely this capacity to
represent a variety of subject positions that makes it such a powerful tool for
nation building.
Throughout this dissertation, I use the term “discourse” in its Foucaultian
sense to signal a domain of language whose focus is particular objects of
knowledge. I refer to “dominant discourses” as ways of knowing and
understanding the world that are constructed and sustained by all major societal
institutions. I see surfing as a cultural practice inseparable from a dominant
discourse that suggests, as many of the texts examined demonstrate, that surfing
and beach culture are intrinsic to the production of national identity. Surfing itself
is also a discourse, however. It has a language, a set of statements, and, to many
surfers, a philosophy steeped in the romanticism of nature, notions of spirituality
and freedom, which, as I have argued, in its countercultural manifestations, fits
nicely with neo-liberal philosophy: “Surfing is the ultimate fusion of nature,
expression and enjoyment I have achieved in my life. It has given me a sense of
freedom … a closeness to God and nature … surfing tends to liberate the
individual from petty matters of life and puts him [sic] on a closer relationship
with nature … loss of self-consciousness - just being.”44 Although such
expressions may appear incongruent with what is considered “mainstream,” I
suggest that they are complementary to mainstream’s identification with
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egalitarianism, mateship, individualism and nationalism. Mainstream surfing
discourse is also about whiteness, a fundamental tenet of mainstream
identification given, as Marcia Langton notes, that race is fundamental to national
identity.45
What is National Identity?
The concept of national identity is fundamental to this thesis. The
complexities of a popular cultural formation such as surfing, and the manifold
representations of its site of production, the beach, cannot be undertaken without
some recourse to theoretical perspectives about what nation and national identity
are, that is, what they represent to the inhabitants of a nation or to those who
identify with it through various projections of beach life. National identity is that
which expresses a subject’s relationship to the nation, or, in Benedict Anderson’s
terms, to the imagined presence of a like-minded community. But, as Jon Stratton
argues, it is impossible to disarticulate national identity from a particular version
of Australian history.46 Its imagined state, therefore, is grounded in
representational forms of specific narratives. National identity has in recent years
included in its formation rhetoric of support for cultural diversity. This new
‘inclusive’ narrative functions to conflate cultural diversity. It reduces the
perceived threat of otherness (es) as it simultaneously wrangles with the dual
visibility of Aboriginality and Asian migration. Suvendrini Perera explains this
tension and its relationship to national identity:
Australian identity is grounded on a particular triangulated relation
to the Aboriginal and the Asian: the Aboriginal as an internal
presence to be denied and suppressed through genocidal and/or
45

Langton, Marcia ‘Why ‘Race’ is a Central Idea in Australia’s Construction of the Idea of a
Nation’ in Australian Cultural History, no.18, pp.22-37, 1999.
46
Stratton, Jon. Race Daze, NSW: Pluto Press, 1998, p. 105.

56

assimilationist practices; the Asian as a besieging other to be held
at bay (as in the White Australia Policy) or appeased.47
Perera’s argument, framed within a discussion about the White Australia Policy,
sees national identity as constituted by a relationship to an otherness produced by
official policy and upheld by its practices. National identity, then, has come to be
formulated, in Perera’s schema, through an antagonism towards Aboriginal people
who are here, and Asian people who, if here, can be “appeased” or inculcated, and
if not, must be kept at arm’s length.
National identity presupposes a Eurocentred conception of time and space.
This is why, for Aboriginal people, the concept is fraught. As Kungarakan
woman Sue Stanton declares, “don’t ever call me an Australian; I am an
Aboriginal. I don’t think like an Australian.”48 To not “think like an Australian”
is to conceive of the world in a different spatio-temporal context. It is to hold a
different worldview that understands the imposition of European projections of
time and space, but does not embrace them. Thinking in a western context is
regulated by time/space dimensions that have their origins in the Enlightenment
where the construction of a centred subject depends upon a sound adherence to
time and space and adherence to the regulations of an emerging industrial order
and its reward: progress. Progress is central to Enlightenment sensibilities about
colonialism and its perceived benefits both to colonial regimes and emergent
nation states.
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The concept of national identity as it is applied to Australia has its origins
in colonial expansion, as is the case in many colonised countries. The imposition
of a specific order of time and space provides a model of nation that can be
viewed through the logic of science inscribed in social Darwinism. This logic
implies adaptation as an effect of the spatial and temporal regimes of colonial
power. Spatio-temporal considerations of what a nation is, within a colonial
situation, are also structured by the notion of European patriarchal expansion. To
use Edward Said’s Orientalism thesis, Australianness is constructed against the
perceived barbarity of other races - barbarity referring to a non-western ideas
about time, place, identity, progress and so on. Said’s Orientalism is useful in
articulating how a nation is conceived in terms of constructions of Otherness and
how its representational focus in opposition to that/those otherness (es) is
maintained. However, in order to understand how nation is conceived in the
Australian context and how identity is mobilised around that conception, what is
required is a way to understand the particular history that is obliterated by
Australian national identity, that is, the devastating history of the attempted
genocide of Aboriginal people.
National identity in Australia is a project plagued by anxiety. The nation
is always a site of contestation, continually reinventing and reformulating itself
through the invocation of new myths, icons and narratives. Ruth Frankenburg
describes these constituents of discourse as a “repertoire of ‘images’ or tropes that
construct versions of femaleness or maleness divided by race, nationality, or
people-hood, depending on which mode of naming difference predominates in a

58

given moment or place.”49 These occur frequently; as an unstable entity, national
identity is in constant need of reinforcement. During the past year, for example,
the death of a long-time icon, country singer, Slim Dusty, was marked by
significant media coverage, public tributes, concerts, documentaries and musical
accolades. Dusty represents white masculinity and mateship. His frequent
invocation as “an Australian” serves the twofold purpose of augmenting dominant
national values and masking the fragility of national identity. National identity,
however, is more complex than its representation suggests because the national
values that sustain it are fraught with internal contradictions. This will be
illuminated in Chapter Four where I look at the competing values of a work ethic
and the national “lucky country” leisure principle as they compete in a narrative
about surfing. National identity’s complexity lies in its anxiety regarding race,
which, according to Perera’s triangulated schema, is carefully mapped in a sociopolitical framework that sustains a distance between what can be ‘managed’ and
what can be subjugated in order to maintain the whiteness of national identity.
Australia’s self-identification as a nation draws on a range of key texts that
prescribe and reinforce racialised and gendered constructions of nationalism
through the figure of the bush hero. Writers of these texts include canonical
figures from the Bulletin school such as Henry Lawson, Banjo Patterson, Bernard
O’Dowd and Joseph Furphy. Each writer projects a specific model of national
masculinity identified in the bushman, although there are variations in literary and
political focus. Women writers such as Barbara Baynton, Ada Cambridge and
Rosa Praed also advance this national ethos, although these writers provide in
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addition, I would suggest, to varying degrees, a critique of the bushman. I will not
labour on the formulations of national identity as propounded by canonical
writers; their bush mythology is well-known, and I mention them in passing to
draw attention to the shifts I am marking from the literary figure of the bush man
to a more modern version of masculinity and nation that is encapsulated by the
surfer. Of interest, though, is the enduringness of the bush myth, central to
Australia’s self-identity, which is periodically revived in texts dealing specifically
with this topic. Produced in the 1950s, works such as Vance Palmer’s Legend of
the Nineties published in 1954, and Russel Ward’s The Australian Legend
published in 1958, resonated with a number of Australian films made in the 1970s
and 1980s such as A Town Like Alice and Sunday Too Far Away where the iconic
national type is encapsulated in the bush hero protagonist. Ward’s book had a
considerable influence on Australia’s national identity, reviving the idea that bush
people are more authentic, indeed, more Australian, than city folk. Similarly,
Palmer’s Legend of the Nineties was also an attempt to understand the official
history of the 1890s and its effects on national identity as he perceived it in the
1950s. Palmer acknowledged the power of mythology as an adjunct to national
consciousness. “It has been said”, he claimed, “that men cannot feel really at
home in any environment until they have transformed the natural shapes around
them while infusing them with myth.”50 Palmer’s words indicate an awareness
that national identity, as that which provides a sense of belonging, is an invention,
although, as with his contemporaries, Palmer’s attempts to comprehend the power
of mythology invariably lead to a re-invocation of that mythology: “[P]erhaps
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mythmaking is too pretentious a word to describe the homely way in which our
early settlers began to adapt themselves, imaginatively, to the new country.”51
Ward’s highly influential book, The Australian Legend, is also an exploration
belonging to a specific historical time when historians were revisiting questions
about “what it means” to be Australian. Exploring what he calls the “national
mystique”,52 Ward’s study is a reaffirmation of the bushman and a reinstatement
of many aspects of this “national mystique” that, like Palmer’s work, contains few
references to Indigenous people.

The enduring images provided in these

influential works about nation have sustained a discourse that has contained many
of the anxieties of settler identity. This imagery has promoted the figure of the
bushman as a quintessential embodiment of Ward’s often cited description of a
“typical Australian” as “a hard case, sceptical about the value of religion and of
intellectual and cultural pursuits generally … a great knocker of eminent people…
[a] fiercely independent person who hates officiousness and authority … will stick
to his mates …” and so on. 53 Palmer describes the legendary figure of the
nineties as “a sociable fellow”, “a sensitive spirit with a tough covering,” who has
“comparatively narrow mental horizons”, but broad sympathies, and humour of a
“dry sardonic kind.”54
Contestations of this iconography are met with the penalties incurred for
transgressing any dominant discourse. John Howard’s proclamation of the “black
armband view of history” has served to reinvigorate the production of works that
seek to reaffirm the national values projected through canonical texts, and
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academic works that support their mythology. 55 Discourses, though, contain
spaces for intervention, and debates about national identity, despite the power of
bush mythology, continue to challenge dominant articulations of nation and
masculinity.
Richard White identifies national identity as that which is “neat, tidy,
comprehensible – and necessarily false”.56 White’s work, written at a time when
national identity was undergoing a reinvention within both governmental
discourses and cultural production, was groundbreaking because it disclosed the
truth claims of national identity and undermined their intentions. White, in
disclosing the ‘comprehensibility’ of national identity, claimed, “there is no real
Australia waiting to be uncovered. A national identity is an invention.”57 White
importantly marks the historian as an image-maker, suggesting that national
mythology is not constructed solely in the realm of popular culture but is often
powerfully reinforced by academia. He also brings into focus the role of the
professional artists of the 1890s, a new intelligentsia whose “Bohemian” artifice
produced images of the bush that instated a city/bush conflict and projected the
bush in terms of radicalism and freedom.58 White traces the development of
national identity through a re-reading of the bush legacy that discloses, rather than
affirms, its mythological proportions. He identifies the shift from bush to beach
that is encapsulated in the phrase “the Australian Way of life” which became
55
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popular, not surprisingly, as surfing began its heyday in the 1950s. White’s essay
marks an important contribution to critical debates about national identity. He
identifies the “Australian Way of Life” as a discriminatory phrase used to
exclude, (an argument I develop in Chapter Three when I examine the Let’s Look
out for Australia brochure) and he suggests that the phrase functions to obscure
the shift Australia was undergoing in the 1950s from British dependence to
American dependence. White cites Donald Horne, renowned pro-American and
author of The Lucky Country,59 as typical of a new conservatism emerging in the
1960s.60 Horne’s text is, as he states, a celebration of what he deemed to be “a
lucky country.” It was, and remains, highly influential in the canon of texts that
deal with nation. Its precepts are echoed in Chapter Four of this thesis, where the
principles of pleasure and work conflict to demonstrate one of the many
contradictions inherent in the construction of nation. The Lucky Country
comprises a litany of positive affirmations and a determined denial of class or
racial divides. Horne claims that “ordinary Australians” are not concerned with
the ways of the rich or highly educated …They are not really lazy but they don’t
always take their jobs seriously. They work hard at their leisure.”61 Horne’s book
marks the shift from bush to beach, from the rugged type expounded by Ward to
the more “laid back” type of masculinity that comes to be central to surfing
masculinity – and, in turn, to post-war constructions of national identity. Like
Ward, Horne makes scant reference to Indigenous people in his formulations of
national identity, and when he does, it is in keeping with the ‘positive’ tone he
sustains throughout The Lucky Country: Most Australians,” he states, “(who may
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never see an aboriginal [sic] from one year to the next) now seem to wish them
well and to agree that they should simply be considered as Australians.”62
In identifying “the Australian Way of Life” as typical of a new
conservatism, Richard White points to the way in which writers such as Horne
and Ward contributed to the shifting image of national masculinity that was
occurring following the end of WWII. “The Australian Way of Life” had become
synonymous with the outdoorsy ‘type’ who provided a point of differentiation
from the “Mother country.” I will elaborate on this point in Chapter Three. What
is more pertinent at this point are the transformations of nationalism and
masculinity, noted by influential post-war writers, into national types that have
been consistently reproduced in terms of whiteness. The white male is central to
post-war reconfigurations of “who we are.” He is mobilised as a national figure
primarily through sports. Sports provide a platform for mateship and
homosociality and complement Horne’s national type, the leisure seeker. The
application of national mythology’s usefulness in constructions of identity can be
seen in its diverse frames of reference; there are enough signifiers in the
national/masculine type to provide sustenance for a variety of national
masculinities. The nation can effectively be constructed and reconstructed,
drawing on pertinent and corresponding myths at particular historical interstices.
And drawing from canonical texts, it is always assured of maintaining its white
dominance.
In situating national identity in a discussion that is underpinned by
whiteness, I can identify its visibility within the mainstream culture of surfing.
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Whiteness as a system of meanings, says Frankenberg, can be viewed as “[a]
transparency, as national/natural state of being … always in the process of being
made and unmade”63 The power of representation shapes and reshapes this system
of meanings making them pliable and applicable to a wide and diverse range of
texts and cultural formations. White surfing culture is marked by a series of
national preoccupations - for example, competitiveness and mateship - which are
expressed through its texts, its practices and through surfers’ bodies. Within the
framework of national representations, the blond, bronzed icons of Australia’s
outdoorsy image are textualised as homogenous to conform to the demands of
national cohesiveness. However, while these demands are rigorous, a complete or
final homogenisation can never be effected, either in surfing identity or national
identity: there are always bodies whose difference erupts through physicality,
memory, speech or anecdote. Herein lies the need for continual re-statement,
reiteration and reinforcement. In the single entity of physicality, for instance, the
body is marked by an inexhaustible number of signs that produce it as fitting for
particular activities, or alternatively, mark it as unfit. As I discuss in Chapter
Four, a surfer’s corporeality signals not only at the level of racial or cultural
identity, but is also capable of constituting his dislocation or inability to be
scripted into a particular cultural formation. It is here that a subject’s capacity to
perform identity comes into play.
Judith Butler argues, “identity is performatively constituted by the very
expressions that are said to be its results.”64 Gender, according to this view,
becomes an effect of performance, or more precisely, an effect of the discourses
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that inform and regulate performance. In the case of national identity, the
performance of a national subject is embedded into every day practices and is
nourished through cultural texts. These tell subjects what it is to be an Australian,
how this identity should be enacted and what social value is inscribed in national
identity. This corroborates Butler’s view that identity is performed using the
same expressions it reflects: identities are produced through re-production. The
re-producing of nation through texts and practices implies knowledge of the
limitations of national representation. Text and practice also produce national
consciousness and national connectivity through pedagogical methods; they teach
subjects how to be Australian.
Homi Bhabha sees the nation as the product of “a split between the
continuist, accumulative temporality of the pedagogical, and the repetitious,
recursive strategy of the performative,” a split, he suggests, that occurs in national
narratives.65 The distinction Bhabha makes here is between the progressive
potential of the pedagogical, its capacity for new knowledges and ideas, and the
repetitive regurgitation of a nation’s signs and symbols. A potent example of this
split can be found in the following surfing editorial:
Welcome to the second all-ozzi issue of USA (Underground Surf
Australia). As I write this reflective editorial on Australia Day (26
January) on a park bench at Kurnell, the birthplace of our nation, the place
where Captain James Cook landed 210 years ago, I ponder on how
tranquil and untouched it must have been then. I chose this site because
it’s the only way I could directly connect this piece to surfing. You see
Kurnell Point is one of my favourite waves. Australian-Italian Mark
Occhilupo learnt to surf at Kurnell Point. It’s where white settlers first
slaughtered indigenous Australians. When I was growing up, surfers used
to be activists, not sheep ...66
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Between the performance of the surfer and the pedagogical impulse of his
‘historical’ narrative, Bhabha’s “split” can be located as the site for the
reproduction of nation. In this narrative, Aboriginal histories are scripted as
atrocities that were addressed in the past by once political surfers. Kurnell Point
is a sacred site of importance to the Indigenous people of La Perouse, where
invasion occurred. Its violent history of dispossession is marked above and
acknowledged as a site of murder. However, textual slippages occur in this
acknowledgement of ‘other’ histories because of the surfer’s framing of the
narrative with the “birthplace of our nation” on Australia Day. The terms “allozzi,” “indigenous Australians” and “Australian-Italian” foreground nation as the
primary signifier and serve to obliterate the very history that is being inscribed
here: the attempted genocide of Aboriginal people.67 The slippage in the narrative
conveys what Bhabha suggests is the demand for an articulation of the “archaic
ambivalence” that marks modernity.
Bhabha continues,
we may begin by questioning that progressive metaphor of modern social
cohesion -the many as one- shared by organic theories of the holism of
culture and community, and by theorists who treat gender, class or race as
social totalities that are expressive of unitary collective experience.68
“Many as one” or “out of many one”69 is expressed through the nation’s
signification expressed in the above surfing narrative. Equally importantly,
Bhabha draws attention to the unifying impulse of modernity inscribed in
language that categorises and unifies in order to make sense or speak of shared
practices and shared experiences. He speaks of the metaphor of landscape as it
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applies to nation as a collective expression and the “distracting presence of
another temporality,”70 identified in the surfing editorial through the intrusion of
histories effectively subsumed by the dominant power of national identification.
The totalising impulse Bhabha speaks of is particularly tempting in relation to
surfing’s gendered orientations where I can identify certain ‘types’ of masculinity
through representation that serve to inform surfer’s stereotypical images but are
not helpful in drawing out other components of their identity. In pursuing notions
of fragility and ambivalence in surfing’s representational relationship with the
nation, a gender crisis can be identified whose manifestations are both worrying
and sometimes puzzling.
Surfing’s Gender Crisis
As demonstrated by Pam Burridge, Fiona Capp and Melanie Mott,
mainstream surfing culture in Australia is a “blokey” domain; herein lies its
capacity to reproduce effectively discourses of nation that sit comfortably with
narratives and myths already in situ. Many of the texts examined in Chapter Five,
for example, suggest a predisposition towards violence and misogyny as central to
mainstream surfing practice. This is not to suggest that all, or even most, surfers
who identify with mainstream surfing culture are disposed to violent or
misogynistic practices. However, the abundance of representations that I read as
misogynistic are cause for concern and require interrogation, a term I use
deliberately while considering its own significations of violence. I consider
misogyny to be an effect of patriarchal discourses on the basis that misogyny does
not appear as a social or cultural omnipresence, whereas patriarchal domination
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structures all institutional sites within contemporary white Australian culture. The
only exceptions I can think of to this view are perhaps those that operate
according to culturally different gender demarcations, for example, within the
cultures of Aboriginal people in which gender is often conceptualised according
to a non-Western set of philosophical beliefs and practices, and in which differing
gender roles are not necessarily produced by or perceived as an effect of male
oppression.
Patriarchal discourse, that is, ways of knowing, sets of statements and
ways of speaking that structure all societal institutions, inform mainstream surfing
in multitudinous ways. The view of patriarchy as a ubiquitous force has
generalising tendencies which I acknowledge are fraught; and while, as I have
previously stated, it is not my intention here to produce a definitive feminist
analysis of patriarchy, or a ‘breakthrough’ re-conceptualisation of masculine
dominance at work in white Australian surfing culture, patriarchal discourse
requires examination with attention to the possibilities for agency, counterreadings and destabilisation. My contention is that misogyny comes into view as
a textual form when patriarchy, as an institutional and structural form of male
dominance, is threatened.71 Misogyny works in surfing texts, I suggest, as a backup, a violent means of control - in this instance, textual control - that is utilised as
a final resort to restore a semblance of coherence when dominant patriarchal
71
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ideologies are destabilised. Misogyny is particularly useful as a restorative device
in the instance of ideological contradiction; in the case of surfing texts, this is a
common occurrence. Misogyny is a highly visible mode of representation in
surfing texts, precisely because these texts appropriate what are perceived as
female domains such as the body, intuition, “rapture”, “excess”, “bliss”, and so
on. In marking the use of misogyny as an effect of patriarchy, a support
mechanism or fallback position for its endeavours, I note its use as specific and
strategic in contrast to patriarchy’s operations, which are general and ubiquitous.
Patriarchal discourses operate largely by attempting to contain, regulate
and control. Moira Gatens states that patriarchy is “a system of male authority
which oppresses women through its social, political and economic institutions.”72
She claims that patriarchy “in its modern form underpins the social contract which
is the foundation for modern civil society.”73 Such a view provides a general
starting point for discussing male dominance; however it also disarticulates the
vast number of women, living within but disenfranchised from, “modern civil
society” through structural forms of exclusion. While Gatens’ definition begins to
open up possibilities for gender analysis according to institutionalised discourses
and power relations within mainstream white Western cultures, it functions also to
further silence women to whom the notion of a “social contract” in its moral,
political and juridical sense, is meaningless or irrelevant. Judith Butler articulates
the inadequacies of categorical analysis more precisely, arguing, “the insistence
upon the coherence and unity of the category of women has effectively refused the
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multiplicity of cultural, social and political intersections in which the concrete
array of ‘women’ are constructed.”74
Definitions of patriarchy are often simplistic. For example, the notion of
patriarchy as an overarching formation, a system of repression that precedes and
underpins contemporary feminist marxist analysis, suggests that patriarchy is a
“set of social relations between men which have a material base, and which,
though hierarchical, establish or create interdependence and solidarity among men
that enable them to dominate women.”75 Again, while such a view begins to
consider the complexity of this term, ironically, through its over-simplification, it
favours generalisation and implies fixity of the “set of social relations between
men.” Luce Irigaray also invokes male solidarity in describing patriarchy as “an
exclusive respect for the genealogy of sons and fathers, and the competition
between brothers.”76 Irigaray’s definition also tends towards a universalising
model, however unintended; “exclusive respect” signals fixed relations of power.
This does not take into account the multitudinous ways in which “exclusive
respect” is challenged, subverted or undermined. It does not consider the diverse
cultural histories that enforce acknowledgement of and adherence to masculine
genealogies. Nor does it recognise matrilineal genealogies which in some cultures
take precedence.
In speaking of subversions and repudiations, I draw attention to the
concept of agency which in many ways appears threatening to a feminist politics
precisely because it disrupts the essentialising notions of unity illustrated above.
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It is the essentialising of feminist theories, however, in their dominant white
formation, that has promoted feminism’s publication through the very sources that
ensure its exclusivity. Multiple subject positions, the corollary of a decentred
subject, are rejected by some feminists who see this as undermining to a unified
gender politics that seeks to resist an overarching structure of oppression.77
Agency challenges the monolithic power structures on which much feminist
analysis focuses. It problematises these structures and brings into view alternative
concepts of power. Agency is foregrounded in feminist readings of Foucault that
do not deny patriarchy as a significant set of power relations. Rather, what is
suggested is that resistance and negotiation within dominant power structures are
both possible and potentially productive.
Judith Butler notes that such a universal basis for feminism “often
accompanies the notion that the oppression of women has some singular form
discernible in the universal or hegemonic structure of patriarchy or masculine
domination.”78 In disclaiming a “singular form”, Butler highlights the diversity
within the category of women. She provides the possibility for re-conceptualising
the term patriarchy within a schema that destabilises over-simplified definitions.
Focusing on linguistic constructivism, Butler brings into view the way in which
essentialised categories of gender function to re/generate the multiplicity of
Western philosophical dualisms that inform contemporary gender relations; for
example, when male domination is “subtly explained as symptomatic of an
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essential, non-Western barbarism.”79 In noting this symptomatology, Butler
undermines patriarchy’s self-presence and foregrounds the “semantic horizon” or
“deviance of meaning”80 that structure its texts and practices. In so doing, she
creates a space for what Derrida terms “false verbal properties ... that can no
longer be included within philosophical binary opposition, resisting and
disorganising it without ever constructing a third term.”81
bell hooks centralises race as the frequently unarticulated basis for male
domination. Complicating much in the contemporary white feminist approaches to
patriarchy, particularly, the universal categorisation of gender, she argues,
“devaluation of black womanhood is central to the maintenance of white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy.”82 Trinh T. Minh-ha illustrates the
consequences of non-compliance to the essentialising categories deployed by
patriarchal discourses, noting that “all deviations from the dominant stream of
thought, that is to say, the belief in a permanent essence of woman ... can easily fit
into the categories of the mentally ill or the mentally underdeveloped.”83 What
Minh-ha alludes to here is the masculinised nature of “dominant stream[s] of
thought” in relation to women, the often-necessary male identification with such
structures as a way of functioning without fear of repercussion.
Clearly, applied in the context of an all-embracing concept involving
relations of power and domination, the concept of patriarchy, in its essentialised
context, obscures differences between and among the category of woman.
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Patriarchy as a signifier for male dominance can reproduce itself through its
propensity to conflate differences of race, ethnicity, age, disability and class,
religious affiliation and so on. Mindful of these differences, I reiterate, however,
that it remains difficult, particularly in the context of discussing misogyny as an
effect of patriarchal discourses, not to refer to patriarchy in an essentialising
manner. It is clear to me that male dominance, as an experiential set of texts and
practices, operates structurally, institutionally and politically within the cultural
formation of surfing and its associative representational practices, to re/produce
itself as a norm and to promote, complement and sustain historically specific
discursive articulations of white Australia. I am not suggesting a fixed set of
power relations. Rather, I am suggesting that surfing texts are driven by a
palpable anxiety, emanating precisely from the instability of patriarchal relations
of power, their non-fixity. Misogyny operates in these texts as a recuperative tool
for re/producing patriarchal power relations; it attempts to restore phallocentrism
jeopardised through corporeal tensions that occur between the surfer’s body and
images of how male bodies should be, and that also occur through the ‘feminine’
intuitive and emotional aspects of surfing. My task is to locate the points of
rupture that erupt and flow out of these texts and to centralise the anxiety that
produces misogyny in surfing texts, thus shifting the focus from the image to the
cause of its production. To borrow from Elizabeth Grosz, such a task requires
“treading a fine line between intellectual rigour and … political commitment.”84
Noting the propensity for universalism within the blanket term “patriarchy,” even
as I pinpoint specific sites of power, I consider Julia Kristeva’s response to the
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problematics of a feminist methodology: “a feminist practice can only be
negative, at odds with what already exists so that we may say ‘that’s not it’ and
‘that’s still not it’”.85 I take Kristeva’s assertion to mean that being bound by
discourses of patriarchy, and unable to articulate outside of those discursive
regimes, feminist theories require also a continual reworking to explain the
shifting nature of culture.
Conclusion
This chapter has explored various ideas about the concept of nation and
the production of identity that accrues around this construct. Bhabha’s warnings
about the pitfalls of totalising have also been heeded in relation to the many
dimensions of surfing that this thesis seeks to explore. The usefulness or
otherwise of categorical analysis has also been explored in relation to surfing.
And while acknowledging a totalising impulse, and being mindful of its potential
to hinder rigorous analysis, the term “white mainstream surfing” will be used to
draw out surfing’s connection to national identity and its ongoing production
This term will also be helpful in drawing attention to its ‘other’: the many surfers
who find pleasure in surfing and who have alternative views about nation,
country, and the Australian ocean but do not occupy - or subscribe to - the
category of white, mainstream surfing. Chapter Two has provided a basis upon
which I will build and structure the thesis. It identifies the objective of the thesis,
which is to provide an original discursive and textual analysis of mainstream
surfing’s connection to nation, while providing a context in which this can be
contested through a localised view of Aboriginal surfing culture. Fundamental to
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my aims, therefore, is a discussion about surfing’s development and application as
an icon for national identity and it is to this discussion that I turn in the following
chapter.
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Chapter Three: Surfing the Nation
The recurrent metaphor of landscape as the inscape of national identity
emphasizes the quality of light, the question of social visibility, the power
of the eye to naturalize the rhetoric of national affiliation and its forms of
collective expression.1
Introduction
Surfing, and its site of production and consumption, the beach, have
become national icons of monumental proportions during the past few decades.
Representations of surfing and beach culture are used to market products and
ideas, as well as being deployed in discourses of nationhood. Surfing and beach
culture play a crucial role in the process of social regulation. They are signifiers
for Australianness, for what the Howard government describes in the nationally
disseminated anti-terrorist package “Let’s Look out for Australia,” as “our way of
life.”2 Foregrounding a contemporary beach scene among other familiar iconic
images, this document was distributed to every household in Australia. Its use of
the beach scene will be discussed in this chapter where my primary interest is to
investigate the links that have been made between nation, the beach and surfing in
surfing’s short history, and to examine how these connections serve ideological
and political interests in the production and sustenance of a national identity.
This chapter provides a history of surfing and tracks the transformation
into national iconography of the surf-lifesaver and the surfer. In doing so, it
marks the shift in constructions of national masculinity from the bush to the
beach, while also demonstrating the discursive power of national mythologies as
previously discussed. Surfing is a national signifier. It is integral to
“Australianness” in dominant discourses, regardless of whether one surfs or not.
1
2
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Like “the footy,” cricket and a host of other cultural expressions, surfing and
beach culture have come to represent nation in ways they did not prior to the first
two decades after World War Two. At a time where the global appears to
subsume the national through a discursive sleight-of-hand, national identity has, in
fact, assumed an unprecedented dominance. What is Australian is currently so
common a question in the dominant cultural lexicon that it expresses an almost
pathological anxiety about who and what “we” are. Anything outside of
Australianness acquires meaning only from the inside. Integral to the inside is the
projection of a culture of sun-worship where the mantra of egalitarianism can be
reactivated through notions of the “freedom” of surfing and the love of the beach.
Above all, Australianness is currently scripted as being free in opposition to those
deemed not free, and surfing and beach culture are valuable props for the
dissemination of this national ideal. As Tony McGowan notes, the beach is an
icon of freedom and this theme is invariably present in one way or another in
textual representations of the beach.3
It is not the aim of this chapter to simplify the relationship between nation
and surfing, or nation and the beach. These are complex connections, always
implicated in whiteness and heterosexual masculinity, inflected by history,
dictated and regulated by shifting economies, and subject to change when, for
example, surfing becomes a site of transgression or social deviance. The aim
here is to explore the complexity of these links and their application in the
production of national identity. In Chapter Two, certain theories and ideas about
national identity were discussed in order to suggest the dynamic and ongoing
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dialogic nature of this debate, and also to begin to develop a framework whereby
an analysis of surfing and nation can provide a useful contribution to this
dialogue. In Chapter Three, I proceed from this point, to examine the ways in
which nation is articulated through beach and surfing culture for political reasons,
such as a justification for domestic and foreign policy. Looking at various
representations of surfing from newsreels, surfing magazines and government
documents, Chapter Three identifies how surfing is represented according to
national interests within a network of discursive configurations. I begin with an
examination of early newsreels comprising the documentary video Sun, Surf and
Sand. This has been selected because it contains early film representations of
beach culture which were used as inserts between feature films in the 1950s and
1960s. As short snippets, usually no longer than two to three minutes each, the
newsreels demonstrate attempts to inculcate, via documentary, a particular model
of nation. Transposed onto the more modern medium of video, the newsreels
illustrate the emerging facets of beach and surfing culture that were gaining
prominence in the 1950s. They represent shifting forms of an emergent, post-war
discourse of nation. Following this, I give an historical account of surfing as it
has developed in recent decades. This discussion contextualises surfing’s
emergence as a national emblem. In addition, I examine the “Let’s Look out for
Australia” pamphlet and, in particular, draw attention to the beach scene used to
promote “our way of life”. I then focus on two contemporary texts that seek to
understand the cultural significance of the beach in Australia. Leonie Huntsman’s
Sand in Our Souls4 and the AFI film The Beach5 offer interesting insights into the
4
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meanings surrounding the beach and beach life and its incorporation into
contemporary national iconography.
Surfing and the beach are integral to the process of nation building.
Representations of beach life signal the historical transformation of national
iconography from the bush mythology of the nineteenth century to a representation of national imagery that fits with post-war social and political shifts.
The representational shift in focus from bush to beach, or interior to periphery,
marks a shift in the imagery of nature as a tool for the creation of nation. Nature
enacts the project of nation building by providing the ground, both literally and
figuratively, for its production. It is not difficult to transfer whiteness or
masculinity onto a contemporary culture that has largely dispensed with bush
mythology, except for when it useful as a nostalgic invocation of the past. This
argument does not assume that the discourse of Australian nationalism is
unchanging. However, in thinking about national identity in relation to a
Foucaultian model of discourse, I would argue that although the imagery and
iconography that signify national identity have changed, ways of speaking about
or narrating the nation have undergone negligible change. What has occurred, it
seems, is a transposition of a pervasive myth about national identity from one
historical era onto another.
Preceding the popularity of the surfer as a national emblem, the surflifesaver represents the first attempts to seamlessly structure bush iconography
and its associated national values on to a burgeoning coastal population. In
discussing the mythology surrounding the surf-lifesaver and the surf-lifesaving
movement, I present the view that the surf-lifesaver is discursively produced to
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reflect – and produce - social order and cultural elitism. He represents authority,
social regulation and white heterosexuality. The surfer is the transposition of the
drover, the squatter and the swagman. He represents the mythical relationship
between man and nature that is imbued with notions of autonomy, conquest, and
risk taking. He is also a manifestation of the symbolic larrikin; surfers are
generally youthful and often thought of as flouting authority and convention. The
surfer is also itinerant. Although in mythical terms, he represents a transformation
from the bush ‘type’, he is discursively produced by similar significatory
processes as a national body who represents a particular way of life. What I am
signalling here is the dominant, and in many ways, stereotypical view of the
surfer; many surfers, of course, are not contained within this framework.
National imagery: the strange and familiar
Sun, surf and sand6 is a video compilation of black and white newsreel
footage that spans four decades. It is framed by an image of a group of smiling
women in swimsuits and the voice-over statement, “surf and sun are synonymous
with the Australian way of life.” The video is a compilation of thirty short
segments of footage. Each film clip is titled to reflect the particularity of the
footage which features, variously, surf-boating, surfing, water-skiing, lifesaver
parades, beach fashion parades, and organised beach games. Past beach practices
are brought together in an iconic display that signals fun and leisure within a very
specific framework of heterosexual masculinity and national sentiment. In a
segment titled “Thrilling Surf Display,” the commentary notes, “it’s at Bondi that
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her majesty and the duke see a sport that’s typically Australian.”7 Shot in the
mid-1950s, this segment depicts the Queen and the Duke of Edinburgh enjoying
the spectacle of modern colonial life.
Newsreels transposed onto video present a generic form that allows the representation of historical film. Such a format enables the dissemination of the
past to occur in the present through the use of modern technology, bringing to
viewers what is both strange and familiar. Although the viewer knows this is a
video production, and therefore a modern medium, the newsreel’s transposition
onto video carries the aural and visual effects of the parent medium and
additionally, in this instance, the ideological message of the enduringness of
cultural values. What is represented as culture, therefore, is at once known and
unknown; the symbols of nation ‘captured’ on old technologies are re-presented in
new forms. The old and the new, the strange and familiar, provide closeness and
distance. Because of the simultaneity of the strange and the familiar, this genre is
an excellent pedagogical tool; it imbues those who have no memory of, or access
to the past, with the ideological values discursively reproduced through the
video’s “re-capturing.” The purpose of Sun, Surf and Sand is to reassure
contemporary viewers that the national values represented in the bygone era of
newsreels are un-changing, and that surf and sun are still emblematic of
Australian-ness. Viewers become familiar with what is strange through the
ideological codes in the text. These codes suggest that the values of nation
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exemplified in beach life, such as competitiveness, masculinity, heterosexual
family life and so on, have always been dominant and continue to be so despite
changes in technology, form, content or context. Through the contiguity of the
strange and familiar, connections are made between past histories and the present
which allow the seamless transference of one historical era onto another, one set
of national values onto another, and one technology onto another. National
identity within this milieu appears timeless; the message is: this is what we have
always been and will continue to be, regardless of changes in representational
form. The structuring ideological tenets of this production of nation are whiteness
and heterosexuality.
Representations of nation in Sun, Surf and Sand are exclusively white,
except for a brief depiction of a Hawaiian woman hula dancing at the South Molle
Island competition, where the “Judging of the Coral Queen” takes place in 1965.
There is a brief acknowledgement of surfing’s origins in Honolulu; however, it is
stated at the commencement of the newsreel “Australia pioneered the surflifesaving movement.” Surfing’s popularity, as it is shown here, is mainly
manifested through the activity of surf-boating as opposed to board riding. In
another clip entitled “Malibu: New craze for surfboard riders,” surfing’s
burgeoning popularity is introduced. In accordance with the observation of many
surfers, the introduction of the Malibu, often referred to as the shorter board, is
presented as the turning point in surfing’s popularity in Australia. The second
reference to surfing is at the close of the newsreel, where an image of a boardrider acts as a closing frame, complementing the opening statement about “the
Australian way of life.” Surf-lifesaving is prominent in this text and I discuss its
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history and influence on national identity in more detail below. Its depiction in
this film augments the heterosexual emphasis of male beach protectors, who are
represented through military practices of marching, often to the sound of
bagpipes, and general depictions of uniformity and teamwork. Heterosexuality is
also embedded in most of the clips through the narration, which features an array
of bad jokes, innuendo, wolf whistles, references to bikinis, “the girls,” “beach
beauties,” and so on. The frame entitled “Miss Beach Girl of 1955”, depicts a
segment called “Battle of the Bikinis” which illustrates the beach inspectors’
removal of a woman wearing a bikini from the beach, as males whistle at the
spectacle. Of the thirty or so film segments, approximately a third focus
specifically on representations of beachwear fashion parades and beauty contests.
References such as “beach beauties” are common as young women are lined up
for inspection, generally executed by middle-aged men. One voiceover (all are
male) notes “a line-up of beauties,” stating “he’d stand in a queue like that for
hours.” Another mentions the “lucky cameraman”, and in a segment that features
both male and female lifesavers, the narrator claims that female lifesavers are the
“surf nymphs of Australia’s beaches”. Within this context, the viewer is informed
of “mighty deeds by mighty men.” In one section a large group of marching
male surf-lifesavers transforms into a squadron of men in military uniform, then
back, cementing the connections between surf-lifesaving and national duty. The
effect of this visual transformation is perhaps the most prominent example of the
transference of national myths. It marks a genealogy of national mythology
where Anzac iconography, mateship and the “freedom” associated with national
duty are mapped onto ideals of leisure, the “great outdoors” and beach life as
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revitalized elements of a unified history. As Foucault suggests, such a process
“operates on a field of entangled and confused parchments” and “depends on a
vast accumulation of source material.”8 In terms of the historicizing of national
identity as a field of knowledge, or a discourse that establishes a continuity of
statements about the nation and the beach, the visual displacement of lifesaver to
soldier has the effect of producing these disparate objects as interchangeable.
This is what Foucault describes as an interruption to history’s perceived
continuity, whereby displacements and transformations of concepts recur and
circulate to
reveal several pasts, several forms of connexion, several hierarchies of
importance, several networks of determination, several teleologies, for one
and the same science, as its present undergoes change: thus historical
descriptions are necessarily ordered by the present state of knowledge,
they increase with every transformation and never cease, in turn, to break
with themselves …9
The soldier and the lifesaver come into view as entities that both
“increase” through their transformation, and remain, as they were, national myths.
The video in its entirety articulates a discourse that brings together a multiplicity
of objects, some similar and some disparate, which “reveal several hierarchies of
importance,” and organizes these objects to appear coherently as a body of
knowledge that represents a body of the nation. The beach and the lifesaver are
represented both to preserve the original validity of national mythology and to
give it new life through new technologies.
Sun, Surf and Sand instantiates a past that connects to the present, while
appearing to be disconnected or different. It describes past beach practices and as
8
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Foucault suggests, orders them according to the present erasing ideological
similarities through a technology that brings both past and present together in one
material format. Sun, Surf and Sand makes clear and explicit connections
between surfing, the beach, nation and heterosexual masculinity. The viewer is
introduced to what represents, in the 1950s a new, post-war “way of life” that
illustrates the nationally inscribed and sanctioned model of leisure set out by a
shifting discourse that recognised the beach man as more relevant to the populace
than the bushman. As noted, except for a brief scene of hula dancing, there are
no depictions of, or references to non-white cultures. There is also no
acknowledgement of those who have no access to the beach, who cannot afford a
beach holiday, or who simply have no cultural connection to, or interest in the
beach; there is an assumed cultural universality of leisure practices. Beachfriendly bodies are a given; there are no shots of physical differences or unruly
bodies, for example, bodies that are non-white, disabled or deemed physically
excessive. In these short clips, nation is embodied in orderly, healthy and
compliant white, heterosexual bodies, and the beach and the surf-lifesaver are the
nation’s emblems.
Australia’s colonial history has produced a tension between a desire to
represent Australia as separate from the United Kingdom and a desire to represent
the nation as loyally connected to the ‘mother’ country. At times the trappings
of colonialism are used as a means of endorsing the continued connection with
colonial powers. Royal visits are cause for celebration and national pride. In
addition to the Queen and Duke of Edinburgh’s presence in one segment, another
illustrates surf lifesavers marching to “Scotland the Brave” and another features
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the Queen Mother. Signs of culture are uneven and reflective of the times. They
illustrate both British rule and the desire for autonomy. They are indicative of the
era when the discourses of national identity made no gestures towards the
inclusivity of non-Anglo cultures and yet they also disclose the difficulty that the
nation was having, without recognition of indigenous or other migrant cultures, in
developing an identity that contrasted with that of the colonizers. Despite this
tension, efforts to establish an independent national identity were vigorous
throughout the twentieth century and one of the major contributors to this effort
was the now iconic figure of the lifesaver.
The surf-lifesaver has been since the early twentieth century, and remains,
integral to the construction of national identity. Prior to the popularity of the
surfer, the primary beach icon was the surf-lifesaver. The lifesaver represented
authority and a military-style presence whose practices served to replace the
obsolescence of bush mythology with an iconic representation of an emerging
modernity. The lifesaver is a national figure. He is also easily transposable. This
is expressed in one of the Sun, Surf and Sand movie clips that features surf
lifesaving in the 1960s. A group of lifesavers with long hair and sideburns are
seen practicing rescue maneuvers as the voiceover comments that
long hair and a few whiskers these days are a sign of the times. That spirit
of service and a lust for life is as present now as it was twenty-five years
ago … overseas it costs money to patrol the beaches, but here we’re still
fortunate that the sand and the surf are free.
Here, the lifesaver is associated within modern 1960s youth culture where
the hair fashions mentioned were seen by many at the time as indicative of moral
decay and, often, cause for anxiety. And yet, in ideological terms, the above
demonstrates how the lifesaver, even as transgressive, can be recuperated if the
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signs of deviance become “a sign of the times” and notions of freedom are
invoked. The irony here, of course, is that surf lifesaving is free because it is a
voluntary service, but that is overwritten by the term “overseas” which
immediately sets in place notions of cultural superiority and those deemed to be
non-free. The “spirit of service” refers to the nebulous ideal of the national spirit,
variously invoked as the spirit of nation, particularly in crises. The “spirit of
service” is that which transcends history, producing and reproducing the past as
the present to reassure the audience that, despite changes in fashion trends,
national ideals are unchanging.
As expressed in the opening to Sun, Surf and Sand, the surf lifesaver was a
pioneer: “Australia pioneered the surf lifesaving movement.” Contextually, the
historical and cultural connotations of the term “pioneer” cannot be ignored.
Although this term has other connotations often associated with innovation, in the
context of a film whose purpose is to project nation in a particular way through
historical newsreel, “Australia pioneered” contains historical resonance that erase
Aboriginal histories and Aboriginal sovereignty. Also, the concept of innovation
itself is, I would argue, one that is steeped in colonial discourses of ‘progress’.
The lifesaver as a pioneer is the actualization of the successful transformation of
bush iconography but also, and more importantly, he represents the continued
attempts within official history to obliterate what existed prior to western
“progress”. The bush pioneer is interchangeable with the beach pioneer who is
now responsible for the regulation and enculturation of coastal terrain.
However, the surf-lifesaver represents also the ambiguity and instability of
nation. As well as his capacity to mask non-white coastal histories, the lifesaver
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is also potentially a figure of the instability of the white heterosexual prowess he
stands for in dominant discourses of nation. The lifesaver, according to Tony
McGowan, is used by marketers whose advertisements for their products
“subliminally draw on a whole discourse of constructed manliness” that has its
roots in the paramilitary organisation of early twentieth century surf clubs.10
McGowan notes, however, the ways in which lifesaver imagery is read in
unintended ways, claiming that “while the Australian lifesaver is romanticized in
the media, glamorised in advertising, mythologised in beach folklore, he is also
anatomically eroticised in Sydney gay book stores and sex shops.”11 McGowan
notes the lack of cultural analysis in relation to the lifesaver, especially
considering his iconic status as equivalent to that of the Digger or Stockman. He
addresses this paucity, commenting on the lifesaver’s commodification by
companies producing beer, shaving products, and breakfast cereals, and the
lifesaver’s contemporary transformation into the heroic Ironman that, McGowan
says, added “another layer to the myth.” This change in representation embodied
in the mythologised lifesaver, McGowan argues, is a set of re-combined images
reminiscent of the “beau ideal” of swimmers of the Weimar Republic, fit and
disciplined men whose images are re-produced in the lifesaver as contemporary
subjects of “gay postcards.”12

In queering the image of the “skull-capped

custodian of the beach,”13 McGowan deconstructs lifesaving’s “militaristic
symmetry,” reworking the imagery from its intended referent and applying it
elsewhere to be read where it finds meaning and relevance. He teases out ways in
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which the image of the lifesaver can display a type of masculinity incongruent
with that embedded in the dominant lexicon of nation expounded through the
authority of state-sanctioned bodies. As a doer of good deeds, a saver of lives,
community participant, and “team-player”, though, the lifesaver’s dominant
cultural meaning remains one that, although unstable in the sense that all
linguistic signs are not fixed entities, is still at this historical point
overwhelmingly representative of the dominant values of nation.
Surf-lifesaving organisations are regulated by local councils and funded
through state disbursement. As a national icon, the surf lifesaver is discursively
produced, therefore, in ways that represent a form of cultural nationalism. The
state can be seen to direct the flow of culture through signs that are recognized as
regulatory and authoritative. As volunteers, uniformed lifesavers were, and are,
part of an emerging national consciousness that presumes and demands order.
They are seen in dominant discourse as heroes of history in the production of
nation. In contemporary times, the lifesaver represents the idealised body of the
nation whose personal regimentation accords cultural status. Lifesavers are
cultural surveillers; they patrol the beach, regulate its social space, its users and
their practices. Arguing against this claim, Leonie Huntsman writes that
“lifesavers never had, and were never perceived to have, a ‘policing function’…
they constituted a benevolent, trusted form of authority that held at bay the
beach’s potential for disorder and danger”.14 While Huntsman’s view of the role
of lifesavers is perhaps valid in the context of recognising voluntary communal
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contribution, it fails to explore the significance of lifesavers’ functions as white
male regulators of culture.
The establishment of the surf-lifesaving movement was a response to
increased drownings in the early twentieth century when the beach became more
popular as a site of leisure. Lifesaving as a movement was introduced at Bondi
Beach in 1906, ostensibly for the purpose of providing help and safety for less
proficient swimmers, and for dealing with shark attacks. It was sanctioned as a
state initiative in 1907.15 Lifesaving’s origins, however, are steeped in Christian
morality; the movement was implemented primarily to enforce the legal rulings of
a ban on daytime bathing and to enforce ‘decent’ dress codes. The flouting of
these regulations was a cause for concern. Although the ban was eventually
removed, notions of public “decency” still regulated bathing, and male and female
bathers were often segregated either by separate bathing areas or through the
allocation of different bathing times. Lifesavers were, and are, not only figures
representative of beach safety; they are also state-sanctioned authorities whose
power can restrict, order, regulate and impose behaviour and practice. Ruled by
what Craig McGregor referred to as “puritan regulations, rigorous discipline and
authoritarianism,”16 the lifesaver’s primary function is to impose disciplinary
measures onto beachgoers for the purpose of reinforcing and maintaining
conventional mores and producing compliant national subjects. McGregor is
well-known for his writing about the beach, particularly in the acclaimed surfing
area of Byron Bay, and I cite from this article written in the 1960s to draw
attention to the fact that such a critical view of lifesaving was articulated as long
15
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ago as 1965, and indeed, that such a critique is vociferously challenged in 2001 by
Leonie Huntsman, who asserts that policing the beach was not the function of
lifesavers but the role of a lifeguard employed by the council. Lifesavers, claims
Huntsman, supervise the safety of beachgoers, rescue the “incompetent, the
foolish or the unlucky” and constitute “a benevolent, trusted form of authority that
ward off the beach’s potential for “disorder and danger.”17 Citing C. Bede
Maxwell’s 1949 publication, Surf: Australians Against the Sea, Huntsman
recounts Maxwell’s stories of lifesavers’ bravery and courage claiming, “such
stories could be resurrected and retold in ways that connect with contemporary
needs and attitudes.”18 Hunstman’s words exhibit a sense of defensiveness
towards lifesavers and their community role which erases possibilities for critical
analysis.
Lifesaving’s origin in conservative ideologies has long been recognized.
In formulating an analysis of surfing, masculinity and nation, however, I am
interested not merely in the conservative values I have claimed are integral to the
movement, but in how this ideology has been disseminated through the movement
to achieve a number of objectives: firstly, to bring about the iconography of the
lifesaver; secondly, to attract other males into the movement; and thirdly, to
cement beach culture to the nation. It seems to me that emerging from the history
of surf lifesaving is a discourse that produces national subjects who not only
embody the values of nation, but also reinvigorate and recreate them. The iconic
status of the lifesaver has come about, I would argue, largely through the
projection of heterosexual masculinity encapsulated in ideals of the heroic;
17
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heroism is articulated through lifesaving itself, but also through physical prowess
and through volunteerism, which is deemed a form of selflessness. Also, silences
and omissions have undoubtedly contributed to the iconographic ranking of the
lifesaver. As Edwin Jaggard claims, the view of an upright and reliable
community member was foregrounded and the larrikinism of lifesavers rarely
publicised.19 Lifesavers exemplify, therefore, a selective range of national values
that are incorporated into the movement and projected through other institutions.
The state sanctioning of the surf lifesaving movement in 1907 is
coterminous with the beginning of the popularity of surfing. The ‘official’ story
of surfing is that it was introduced to Australia by Hawaiian surfer, “Duke” Paoa
Kahanamoku, an Olympic champion swimmer, described by champion surfer
Fred Hemmings as “a young, handsome Hawaiian … the patriarch of modern-day
surfing.”20 It is thought that Duke Kahanamoku inherited his first name from his
father who, like many Hawaiian men of his era, was so-named following a visit to
Hawaii by the Duke of Edinburgh in 1869. Surfing is integral to Hawaii’s
cultural history and has long been a cultural practice in that country. Outlawed by
the colonisers, it was a central part of the cultural ritual of Makahiki where surfing
tournaments, among other cultural practices, featured during a three-month
celebration of culture.21 In 1915, Kahanamoku was invited to swim at Sydney’s
Domain Baths and, while in Sydney, chose Freshwater Beach to exhibit his
surfing prowess. Kahanamoku apparently gave an “amazing exhibition”22 as he
paddled out, caught a wave and rode it back to the shore on a carved timber board.
19
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“The Duke”, it is said, stayed at a place called “Boomerang Camp” at Freshwater
Beach, a meeting place for surfers instituted early in the 1900s.23 The narrative of
“the Duke” is integral to Australian surfing mythology. It tells of Duke
Kahanamoku’s selection of a young white Australian woman, Isobel Latham,
from the crowd of onlookers and his invitation to her to accompany him on his
surfboard. Accompanying “the Duke,” she is said to have been lying forward on
the board as he “paddled out on the surf and then returned with her, tandem style,
riding a wave to the shore.”24
The official history of Australian surfing, therefore, began its life with a
female surfer, although this narrative has only recently gained credence, perhaps
through the efforts of local historians who have researched the history of surfing
around Freshwater Beach in Sydney, Isobel’s home, and perhaps as a result of the
burgeoning female surfing movement in Australia. On Isobel Latham’s death in
1995, a group of lifesavers, surf club members and the general public gathered on
the shore to pay tribute, while a circle of surfers on boards enclosed the scattering
of her ashes into the ocean. Nat Young’s narrative of Kahanamoku’s surfing
display on a sugar pine board illustrates the power of narratives in the creation of
national mythologies:
Sunday morning. A clear, brilliant day. Spectators were milling around to
watch. Manly Surf Boat was on hand to give Duke assistance to drag his
board through the break – an offer he laughed at good-naturedly. Picking
up his board, he ran to the water’s edge, slid on and paddled out through
the breakers. He made better times on the way out than the local
swimmers who escorted him. Once out beyond the break, it wasn’t long
before he picked up a wave in the northern corner, stood up and ran the
23
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board diagonally across the bay, continually beating the break. Duke
showed the crowd everything in the book, from head stands to a finale of
tandem surfing with a local girl, Isobel Latham - who at the time of
writing is still alive and told me the story of that memorable day.25
Nat Young is perhaps Australia’s most prominent surfing figure. His account of
this momentous occasion requires consideration as an historical narrative and as
an oral transcription of Isobel Latham’s story. Not much less than a century old,
the narrative assumes intelligibility from the temporal distance of many decades:
the notion of a native Hawaiian male surfing publicly with a white Australian girl
would undoubtedly have shocked the sensibilities of many early twentieth-century
readers, as would public displays of pleasure on a Sunday. The narrative conveys
a tantalizing scene in which the subtexts of race, gender and sexuality are safely
incorporated into a “good yarn,” un-troublesome within the hero/heroine context.
The “good natured” Hawaiian is noted for his physical prowess and his capacity
to seduce the crowd by surfing tandem with Isobel. Tandem surfing is rarely seen
now but at one time had some acclaim on Australian beaches. In one of the
thousands of surfing websites now available, it is claimed that tandem surfing
requires a particular combination of partners in order to be successful.
Not to be sexist, but the man clearly is the captain of the tandem ship,
plotting and navigating the course while hoisting his trophy mate
skyward. He must be a competent surfer of considerable strength,
while his dainty companion generally tips the scales in double digits.
In most cases, a competitive duo includes a girl with either a dancing
or an acrobatic background familiar with flaunting her body. A role
reversal is possible, but it would require a female on the scale of
Xena: Warrior Princess and a man no bigger than Tattoo. There are no
rules barring such a pairing, and the effect could be quite
entertaining.26
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The rise of surf contests in the 1960s signalled the heyday of tandem as
many of surfing's elite took a girl along for the ride. As the above description of
tandem surfing attests, while claiming, “not to be sexist”, the accompanying
female in tandem surfing is by necessity reduced to an appendage, or “trophy.”
This view demonstrates the early origins of surfing and its transformation into a
more ‘modern’ culture whose attitudes of male dominance have not significantly
altered. The entertainment afforded by the idea of a role reversal speaks of an
unusual spectacle whereby the female board rider must assume the monumental
proportions of a fictional female warrior for the amusement of male spectators.
Spectatorship in early mainstream surfing was largely the domain of
female bathers. As in the widely acclaimed book and film about surfing, Puberty
Blues, referred to in Chapter Five, female bathers and sun-worshippers sat on the
beach watching male sufers and performing the role Jeff Lewis refers to as a
“beach-based distraction.”27 Undoubtedly, male surfers also watched one another
and as surfing’s popularity exploded in the 1960s, spectatorship was paramount to
surfing’s commercial competitiveness and the development of style. Mass
spectatorship was accompanied by the development of the short-board or Malibu
in the 1960s, which, according to pro-surfer Wayne Bartholomew, heralded the
era of modern surfing.28 Shorter boards introduced a new way of surfing that
allowed more speed. “Bodies had to move differently”, says Bob McTavish.29
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Professional surfing developed in Australia in the late 1970s as an
internationally competitive pursuit. This followed the period where, according to
Mark Richards, surfing was attempting to define itself. Prior to this, surfing had
been the domain of an elite subculture often described as “drop-outs,” hippies,
drug-takers and “beach bums.” In relation to changing practices, new materials
began to be used for the construction of surfboards during this period and a
surfing’s counterculture movement began to develop. During this time, surfing
began to be perceived in a variety of ambiguous ways: as an idle pursuit, a sport,
and a spiritual expression. The shift from subculture to counterculture was never
neatly defined, however, and was always characterized by crossovers in
representation. Surfing was sometimes the practice of those perceived as nonconformists, those considered to be socially deviant, but also of those who saw
surfing as a healthy weekend activity for teenaged boys; and, for some, it was a
lucrative way to make a living. It is also around this time that surfing began to
develop its own stylistic codes and began to represent itself as a form of
counterculture. So, as surfing became popular with a diverse range of
practitioners, its representation became more ambiguous. As I emphasised in
Chapter Two, categories can be useful in pinpointing some of the more marked
characteristics of surfing cultures, but subculture, counterculture and mainstream,
as they pertain to surfing groups, became very blurred during the period when
surfing became a professional pursuit. As surfing culture became more
commodifiable through national and international marketing, which often
appeared to absorb the “rebellious” or “deviant” aspects of the movement, aspects
of resistance to mainstream culture also existed alongside attempts to commodify
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them. As I have suggested, surfing culture has come to straddle those ambiguous
categories used to define it. It demands a continual re-theorising of its
complexities and its often-unpredictable use of texts and practices.
During the early 1970s, surfing in its countercultural manifestation was
known as “country soul” or “soul surfing”, terms denoting both a particular
surfing style and a specific ideology. Surfing during this period was generally
seen to be an expression of opposition to the mainstream, or what was seen by
surfers to be the mainstream. This included social conformity or adherence to
anything perceived as the status quo, especially when it came to issues of
consumption. Incorporating the peace movement surrounding the Vietnam war,
an interest in Eastern religions, drug use, vegetarianism, environmentalism, the
reformism of the Whitlam era and so on, surfing texts ‘cashed in’ on the
countercultural climate of the times to represent surfing as a form of anarchic
hedonism disconnected from the perceived evils of consumerism.
Counterculture’s “soul surfing” had much to offer. It proposed an alternative to
the perceived bondage of consumerism. It also served to set apart surfing from
other cultural formations by emphasising its ideological difference. However, as
noted in Chapter One, the crossovers between a peaceful, forward-thinking
countercultural emphasis and a subcultural projection of non-conformity marked
by allusions to social deviance were often conflicting. Despite these competing
forces, surfing’s projection as a form of recreation that reflected an emerging
emphasis on leisure as a uniquely Australian preoccupation remained consistent.
This view was reinforced by the magazine Tracks which began its life in 1970
and, in some ways, took over from the previous surfing bible of the times, Surfing
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World, which had been introduced in the 1960s. Tracks’ editor in its formative
years, John Witzig, referred to the title of the magazine through a dictionary
definition of a track as “continuous lines, series of marks, left by a person, animal,
or thing in passing.”30 The idea of Tracks as a title, then, illustrated an ideology
of surfing as a transient form of activity, which marked the presence of a shifting
ideology, although one that shifted in a particular direction. It reflected an
emergent individualism in the sport, which, despite soul surfing’s protestations,
sat comfortably with the dictates of post-war mass consumption and the later
emergence of the neo-liberal politics, which institutionally enshrined the
individual as a competitor in a free market. Sport, despite claims from many who
deemed it apolitical, became intrinsically connected to market forces, to the
competitive impetus of economic and personal interests. The surfer’s “track,” left
in passing, denotes not merely the continuity of a mark of cultural production, it
also represents the movement of culture, of politics, and of the shifts that inform
the iconography of nation as that which can be tracked through the materiality of
culture. The romanticising of surfing through a purported disenchantment with
the mainstream could not express itself without access to the forces of production
it denied; countercultural expression is always, therefore, a commodifiable entity.
This does not, however, detract from its political motivations or its resistance to
many of the values embodied in market capitalism.
Described as “romantic, non-competitive, naturalistic and unregulated”,31
soul surfing’s early years were marked by travel, usually overseas to what were
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considered bigger and better waves in places such as Hawaii, Tonga and Bali.
Pro-surfer Mark Richards recalls his first trip to Hawaii in 1972, saying that it was
seen as “the Holy Grail of what you see in surfing movies…it was just it, it was a
place if you were a surfer, you just had to go.”32 Steven Cooney, another prosurfer from this era claims he was the first person to surf Uluwatu, Bali in 1971.
His reminiscences speak of the cultural indifference of surfers who travelled
overseas and were “prepared to look outside of Australia to develop surfing.”33
Cooney, in a recent interview, claimed that Uluwatu was
a real life experience … it was pristine, there was coral reef, there was
fish, there were sea cows. The locals continued to tell us you shouldn’t be
out there “don’t go out there, you shouldn’t be in the water”, because they
felt that Uluwatu had some sort of mystical power, well, I think they
thought it was an evil place so when we actually started paddling out, they
couldn’t quite work out what we were doing. As we paddled out there was
[sic] perhaps a hundred locals that lined the cliff trying to work out what
we were doing.34
Australian surfing was developed through the negation of other cultures, within
the spatio-cultural dimensions of ‘other’ places. Cooney’s translation of events in
Uluwatu positions the Balinese on-lookers as inferior, unknowledgeable about the
‘modern’ cultural practices of Australian surfers. There is no attempt to
comprehend what might have been an infringement of cultural protocol or an
insult to tradition or religious belief. De-mythologised from its originary context
and appropriated by Australian surfers, surfing was reconfigured to reflect its own
brand of Australian “mystical power.” Surfing’s relationship to national identity
depended largely on its development elsewhere, on the conquering of ‘other’
seascapes, and its recuperation here as a national emblem. Travel, then, was
32
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important. It was through other cultures that surfers could re-historicise surfing,
taking it outside of its subcultural and countercultural projections and making it
national. Outside of Australia, often in poor nations, in ocean areas where
traditional cultures were practiced, Australian surfers developed their expertise in
order to bring it back and represent themselves as Australian surfers. It was often
at “other” seascapes that Australian surfers trained to be professional. Surfer
Mark Richards says that Australian surfers have built camps in Samoa and Tonga,
and claims that overseas travel is the “essence of surfing”.35
The idea of surfing as a non-competitive countercultural form of leisure
that reflected or augmented the various countercultural movements of the 1960s
and 1970s is laden with contradiction. Although Tracks reflected the burgeoning
environmental movement and an emphasis on eastern meditation and the
philosophical dilemmas of modernity, the same types of reflections are also
illustrated in recent surfing magazines. Such utterances as “each one of us must
care enough to alter the nature and direction of the life that we lead, and the
environment in which it should be led”36 are common. The point is that while
claiming a countercultural ethos based on a more comprehensive worldview, what
actually took place during the early years of surfing, and still takes place as
illustrated in the previous quotation, is a raid on the lands and cultures of other
nations.
In order to introduce surfing into the national imagination, it was firstly
necessary to dissociate it from its perceived countercultural interests. This was
done as a matter of course through the development of the Malibu, seen as the
35
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groundbreaking innovation of modern surfing. It provided the capacity for more
speed, different style, body movement, flexibility, and, in general, more
competitive prowess. The Malibu submerged the exclusivity of the countercultural
ethos and geared surfing toward a more mainstream audience. Surfing clothes
were introduced in addition to a range of products that identified surfing culture as
a youth culture, and, in turn, identified young surfies as “Aussie” surfies. Youth
surfie culture emerged accompanied by what came to be surfing icons such as the
panel van (often a Holden, another Australian icon), the mode of transport for
surfies and their boards that had room in the back for a tag-along female. In the
early 1970s, Australia moved into the area of international surfing when the
Australian team was selected for the world titles in San Diego.37 Early prosurfing shed the shackles of counterculture and embraced a new individualism
embodied by surfers such as Mark Richards, who was “leading the charge for the
opposite of counterculture.” Richards recalls that
During the 70s a lot of surfers felt that anyone who was making a living
from surfing in some way had sort of sold out, they’d lost their soul…it
should be this pure thing where there’d be no commercialism. I really
thought that a lot of the negativity that was directed at pro-surfing and
commercialism was more jealousy from people who didn’t actually have
the talent to do it.38
“Selling out” was an idea common to the countercultural ideologies of the 1960s,
which echoed the various movements that supported political change, social
equity and a conscious break with the increasing demands of capitalist production
and consumption. As Richards demonstrates, though, a backlash to the idealism
of “soul surfing,” of which he was part, was on the horizon as surfers began to
realize how much money could be made through professional surfing. Richards’
37
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view of soul surfing is somewhat derisive and no doubt informed by his own
personal success as a pro-surfer. The ideological shift from “soul surfing” to prosurfing is encapsulated here in his claim that
Being a good competitive surfer, it’s something you’re actually born with.
There’s institutes of sports, coaching programs, diets, and all this crap.
None of that works unless you’ve got a competitive fire burning inside
you…the main thing is that you have this burning desire to win and to win
at all costs. You’ll do anything to try and steal that wave from that other
surfer even if it’s his turn, you’ve got to be ruthless.39
The concept of “steal[ing]” a wave requires some consideration because it
marks not merely a change in thinking, but also gives some context to the more
contemporary phenomenon of “surf rage” discussed in Chapter Five. What
Richards alludes to is the central concern of this thesis: white surfing
masculinity’s relationship to and construction of national consciousness.
Symbolically, the theft of the wave metaphorises competing masculine identities
and competing views about national identity. In national terms, it creates a
disjuncture between ideals of autonomy, freedom, and the centrality of man, and
nationalist expressions of the importance of community, teamwork, mateship,
unity, the idea of one nation and so on. To “steal” a wave assumes that someone
owns it–and, indeed, in surfing, this is the case; surfing’s unofficial code of
practice places emphasis on the taboo of “dropping in,” a practice whereby a
surfer rides a wave out of turn, taking the wave from a surfer already positioned to
ride it. Waves are the national container for this country; they constitute national
boundaries and mark out its physicality. The idea that surfers can “steal” waves,
as stated, implies ownership and sovereignty of the seascape. It is the taking
from, and never returning, of a moment in time that cannot be repeated or
39
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recaptured. And it is the transience of waves that gives white surfing its meaning;
surfers will often comment on the wave lost, missed, or “stolen.” The very ethos
of white surfing has its basis in the search for the “perfect wave.” The idea of
stealing a wave also implies an aggressive masculinity that is characteristic of
modern pro-surfing. For example, pro-surfer Mark Richards claims that
Australian surfing icon, Nat Young
rewrote the handbook on what performance surfing was all about. He
had a very aggressive surfing style where … he wanted to, you know,
rip the wave to pieces, like shred it to bits as though he wanted to
destroy and kill the wave not flow with it. Nat was actually
decapitating it. When you do these turns…the adrenalin rush is far
greater that when you’re actually cruising across the wave.40
In Richards’ description of Young’s surfing style, surfing and nation are
connected through the centrality of male dominance. Richards signals a type of
masculinity that places the individual/surfer above all else and gives him the right
to utilise the seascape as a means of demonstrating his power to subjugate it. This
type of masculinity is not separate from, or at odds with, other ways of expressing
masculinity. Its difference can be discerned when comparing it with the
expressions of surfing masculinity that characterized surfing prior to its
professionalisation. There was no conception then of shredding and killing
waves. Rather, as “Midget” Farrelly notes, surfing in its countercultural context
was about the “purity and the simplicity and the innocence and the naïve
aspirations of surfers.”41 Young’s re-writing of surfing’s conventions has much
to do with changing ideas about national competitiveness, indeed, about the nation
itself. As Matt Brown states, “the drop-out image had to be shaken off … new
40
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money and the new markets meant contests and sponsorship deals.”42 The image
- of surfing and surfing masculinity - was changed through advertising
accompanied by slogans such as Quicksilver’s “if you don’t rock ‘n roll, don’t
fucken come,” featuring sponsored surfer Bruce Raymond holding a beer.43
Surfing’s increasingly aggressive image was coincident with its commodification
by mainstream marketing. It promoted a complementary masculinity that
encouraged risk-taking and rewarded it with the “adrenalin rush” of success.
Surfing’s masculinity was being re-defined to reflect and complement the shifting
construction of nation. This shift from the easy-going image of Donald Horne’s
“lucky country” to a new, emergent corporatism required national subjects to
represent the newly emerging corporate identity of mainstream surfing.
As a western construct, the nation, according to Timothy Brennan, refers
both to the modern nation-state and something he describes as “more ancient and
nebulous - the natio - a local community, domicile, family, condition of
belonging.”44 Brennan speaks of the confusing and often ambiguous nature of the
“myths of the nation”, as their meanings are multiple and multiplied according to
context and history.45 Laclau suggests, though, that nationalism “has no necessary
political belongingness” and that it is “capable of being inflected to very different
political positions, at different historical moments and its character depends very
much on the other traditions, discourses and forces with which it is articulated.”46
In contemporary analyses of nation, Benedict Anderson’s idea of nation as an
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imagined community has been both taken up as a highly useful concept that can
explain the complexity of national mythologies, and contested as an abstraction
that leaves no space for the imaginings of forms that are outside of the dominant
order. For example, the concept of an imagined community that identifies a
collective national order does not adequately explain the complex relations
involved in anti-colonial forms of nationalism. Nor does it give expression to
Indigenous conceptions of nation, country and national pride that differ across a
wide range of nations and underpin real communities. Homi Bhabha, like
Anderson, suggests that nations “only fully realize their horizons in the mind’s
eye”.47 He draws out the national literary impetus that gives voice to national
imaginings while simultaneously promoting the instability of knowledge.48
Hannah Arendt’s view of the nation draws on an oceanic metaphor
complementary to my discussion, marking the uncertain and unceasing flow of
private and public realms that interrelate “like waves in the never-ending stream
of the life-process itself.”49 Tom Nairn speaks of the unevenness of capitalism’s
attempts to inscribe meaning in the nation,50 which I take to mean the
considerable efforts which the inscription of nation demands as a result of
capitalism’s internal contradictions Bhabha’s contention of the ambiguity of the
nation, it seems, is upheld in all these views. It is the ambiguity of the nation and
the unevenness of the signs of culture that inform its production and produce the
possibilities for other considerations of nation.
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In the fashioning of national narratives, the beach, surfing and youth
culture are mythologised as a way of drawing from and expanding on the adult
male bush narratives of the nineteenth century. The ideal of nation is thus
extended to speak to young males as national subjects. This is realized through
various ways of addressing young males, ascribing to them characteristics that can
be associated with the nation, such as physical attributes, a suntan, physique,
strength, or ideological attributes such as mateship, loyalty, competitiveness. As
Brennan argues, myths are often multiple, and in the process of instilling national
subjectivities, they need to be. They also need to be ambiguous and capable of
transformation at any given time into explicit modes of representation; as Barthes
notes, “their function is to distort, not to make disappear.”51 In the process of
nation-building, distortion allows for a multiplicity of identities to appear to be
effectively incorporated by what Katherine Verdery refers to as a “totalizing
process that entails a relentless press toward homogeneity, which is
simultaneously a process of exclusion.”52 Surfing, as representative of nation, has
become part of this process. However, there is a danger in arguing for a totalizing
force whose only objective is homogeneity. Nations need difference both as a
point of definition and departure. And while Verdery suggests that they
homogenize as they exclude, this view leaves no room for the many ways in
which individual subjects can subvert homogenizing processes, misunderstand
their intentions or deliberately misread them. To suggest that all surfers are
compliant with the totalizing aim of homogenization inspired by a national culture
is to ignore the many surfers who resist this through the affirmation of alternative
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cultural beliefs. However, to suggest that such expressions are the result of “a
simultaneous process of exclusion” is untenable and removes from view the
projection of another type of nation, or formation, that exists within the dominant
culture but deliberately seeks to express itself against that culture.
Nations are not only imagined, although they are often dependent upon a
collective imaginary landscape. Nations are also actively and discursively
produced in a political context that often has real, and violent consequences.
Without dwelling heavily on the political implications surrounding the Bali
bombings that occurred in October 2002, I draw on this event to illustrate further
the ways in which the transformation of national mythologies occurs during times
of trouble. This tragedy culminated in the loss of lives of many Australian
surfers. Following the bombings in Bali in October 2002, media reports often
made mention of Bali as “Australia’s playground,” particularly for surfers. This
discourse continues to be invoked. The second anniversary has recently passed
and images of surfers carrying surfboards to memorials held at sea are
commonplace.53 At the time of the bombings, the link between surfing and nation
was corroborated as a wave of nationalistic rhetoric accompanied media reports
which invariably focused on the mateship of the survivors, and extolled the
camaraderie of Australians generally. This event brought surfing into the
mainstream media where national interests could utilise Australian surfing culture
for its own purposes by promoting national unity in a time of crisis. This is not a
new or innovative strategy in the discursive production of nation. Grief and shock
often produce a need for communality or unity. It is often in such times that
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discourses are produced through new or re-fashioned frames of reference to
nation. Disaster has historically been shown to be a useful tool for the narration
and invigoration of nationalist rhetoric.
As Homi Bhabha suggests, nations are ambivalently structured and require
frequently expounded, familiar signposts to maintain their significatory power.54
This was demonstrated in Chapter Two where I outlined the resuscitation of
canonical mythologies presented by post-war writers of Australian national
identity. The surfer, in being scripted into the national consciousness as
emblematic of the nation, cannot stand alone without a history that connects him
to the nation. He must signify in a familiar, national way. His meaning in the
lexicon of national identity cannot be partial if he is to acquire iconic status. And
iconic status is necessary for the repetitious reinforcement of a dominant model of
national identity that will obscure or distort the ambivalence, or instability, of
nation. The surfer, then, must be made national through narratives that produce
him as a recognizable national subject. A potent example of this can be found at a
website commemorating the death of two surfers, brothers, killed in the Bali
bombings
Terrorists took our boys from sight. Though deeply missed, the boys
remain strong within our hearts. Their spirit of adventure, freedom of
choice, love and respect for family and friends shall live with us all. The
Aussie mateship is now stronger than before.55
In a further commemoration by the boys’ cousin, surfer and soldier are united:
The surfing soldiers are missing at war, but in the spirit of happy young
men just beginning life’s journeys, the weapons they used on the front line
that night have not been lost. They were armed with freedom of choice,
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spirit of adventure, love of outdoor life, a sense of kindness to others, the
love of their family and home and respect for all things good.56
The above citations illustrate profoundly the need to make sense of the nonsensical and the tragic. Also, though, they demonstrate the power of western
knowledge and its narrative devices as producers of national culture. In trying to
comprehend or come to terms with the horror of loss, the scripting of the surfers
into a national framework makes explicable, if not bearable, the process of
tragedy in a way that identifies both those lost and those remaining as belonging
to a national culture with ‘universal’ national values. This echoes Anderson’s
notion of the “imagined community,” of the desire of national subjects to
represent themselves as individuals who are part of a collective entity with a
communal history: “first we survive, then we grieve, as a nation and as
individuals.”57 Or, as more acutely expressed by the brother of a girl killed in the
bombings, “Surfing … brings back so many good memories. Our family is a
surfing family, the memories we’ve all had together.”58 What gets masked in
these powerful narratives are the many other possibilities for making sense of loss
that raise questions about national policy and potentially disrupt the attempts to
‘fix’ national culture within the matrix of national mythologies. Many of those
killed in the Bali bombings, and those who survived, were surfers. Michael
Harvey, writer for the Herald-Sun said it could “become Australia’s worst
peacetime disaster.”59 Similarly, the 1996 Port Arthur massacre in Tasmania was
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described by the state Premier as “the worst massacre” in Australia’s history.60
Both Port Arthur and Bali were identified by the phrase “loss of innocence,” a
common narrative trope in times of crises. Joanna Murray-Smith of The Age
suggested that following the tragedy in Bali, “we became our nationality, as
perhaps few Australians have since Vietnam, identified for what we belong to
more than what makes us ourselves.”61
The bombing of the Sari Club at Kuta Beach produced a clear and distinct
connection between surfing’s adoption of the mateship creed, and national
identity. What Murray-Smith is invoking is the sense of belonging often
associated with the concept of identity, whether individual or national. In the
context of this crisis, to say “we became our nationality” acts metonymically to
suggest that subject and nation are inextricable and that the individual body
cannot be disconnected from the body politic or from the dominant discourses that
produce it. This claim also points to the fragility of nation which is only able to
contain its subjects in times of disaster. The disconnection made between “what
we belong to” and “what makes us ourselves” draws attention to the complexities
of identity and how subjects come to be as individuals, or how they come to
identify as part of something larger than themselves, be it a social group,
community or nation. Also, the idea that “we became our nationality” suggests
that the nation is a real, coherent and material entity, neither imaginary nor
illusory, but a tangible thing - like “us” - that we transform into when disaster
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occurs. As suggested, such narratives of nation seek to fix culture and restrict the
potential for alternative views of nation and of self-identification.
Surfing and nation are connected through the transformative power of
myths, narratives, ideologies, signs and textual devices. The durability of national
discourse requires tools that can be manipulated across time and space. Both
leaders of the major political parties agreed that the loss of lives was also a “loss
of mateship.”62 Televised reports of surfers looking after each other, providing
support and comfort, were scripted within the framework of Australian mateship;
good deeds were made national as surfers were recoded, as in the Sun, Surf and
Sand clip, as soldiers. Australian discourses of national identity have become
adept in appropriating and manipulating signs of culture. The beach in particular
lends itself to a variety of uses that can be applied during ‘peace time,’ as
conveyed in the Sun, Surf and Sand video, or in times of national crisis.
A more recent example of the uses made of cultural signs and symbols in
situations of tragedy also involved a surfer. Brad Smith, a surfer killed by a shark
in Western Australia in July, 2004, was commemorated as “the archetypal
Australian larrikin.”63 His brother described him as “Australian, genuine, laid
back”, and stated that he “lived for surfing,”64 “a carefree character and a
quintessential Australian.”65 The West Australian described Brad Smith as “a man
that would stick up for his mates and was as Australian as Ayers Rock. A hard
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tough man that called a spade a spade and was scared of nothing and no one,”66
while an article published at Surfervillage.com claimed “he will never be
forgotten and just like a word war 1 [sic] digger will always be remembered and
respected.”67 Once again, the surfer and the digger are connected through the
transformation and resuscitation of historical mythology and iconography. This
story received extensive media coverage with the “terror” of shark attacks
assuming maximum potency at a time when “terror” signifies issues of national
security and is used to describe an “other” alien force that threatens what the
Howard government calls “our way of life.”
As I signalled in Chapter Two, the term “the Australian Way of Life” is
one that has maintained consistent cultural circulation since its post-war inception.
I have focused so far primarily on the way in which the lifesaver and surfer have
become iconic symbols of nation in Australia. As their site of production,
however, the beach assumes equal, if not greater import as a signifier of nation.
Following the September 11 terrorist attack on the United States in 2001 and the
Bali bombings, the Australian Commonwealth government disseminated an “antiterrorist package” to all Australian households. This package, entitled “Let’s
Look out for Australia,”68 includes a pamphlet of dos and don’ts as part of a
campaign intended to “inform the public about what is being done to look out for
Australia and protect our way of life from a possible terrorist threat”. In addition
to the pamphlet, householders were supplied with a fridge magnet with details of
66
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the 24 Hour National Security Hotline, Emergency services contact numbers, and
a national telephone number for translating and interpreting services. In
demonstrating “our way of life” this pamphlet, and its associated campaign that
invited the public surveillance of citizens by one another, is perhaps the most
explicit example of the uses made of myths and icons to project national identity.
“Our way of life” has become incorporated into the public lexicon as a phrase
commonly deployed in the public domain to refer to what has become
discursively naturalized: “our way of life” is understood, a ‘given’ that signifies
‘freedom,’ leisure, democracy, choice and so on, all of the signifiers used by
surfers to speak of surfing and beach culture.
The front page of the pamphlet features in large black bold text: “Let’s
Look out for Australia”, underneath which is written in smaller, bold text,
“Protecting our way of life from a possible terrorist threat.” At the top of the
page, above the text, is the Commonwealth Government’s insignia. At the foot of
the page are the words “Commonwealth Government.” In between there are four
images: a beach scene, a barbeque, an image of a policewoman and a female
civilian smiling in front of a sports stadium and a group of school children
selectively chosen to depict a range of cultural backgrounds aimed at projecting
the inclusive “our way of life” (Fig.1).
Although this document has much to say in terms of the choices made of
images that will represent “our way of life,” for the purpose of this discussion the
focus is primarily on the beach scene. This image, positioned directly beneath the
text, is the largest and most prominent of the four. As a depiction of beach
culture, “our way of life” illustrates sun, surf and sand through contemporary
114
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imagery that features a modern beach tent and coloured umbrellas against a
backdrop of blue ocean and white sand dotted with bathers, rather than surfers.
The scene has been carefully selected to illustrate plenty of sun lovers; it attests to
the document’s claim that the popularity and centrality of the beach are
constitutive of “our way of life.” People are sunbathing, swimming, lying,
reading, sitting, engaging with one another, walking, and giving the general
appearance of weekend leisure and relaxation. I draw attention to this because I
am interested in what this particular image can offer to best illustrate “our way of
life,” given that it is more prominent than the archetypal barbeque, the sports
stadium or the display of multiculturalism in school. There is no evidence of
cultural difference in this image; that is taken care of in the school photograph.
The sea is calm. There are no large waves visible. The image projects an orderly,
and ordered, bathing experience that is non-competitive, democratic,
unthreatening.
As an historical document, this text monumentalises sites of cultural
production and consumption as a way of bringing together the spatial and
temporal elements of cultural expression. In other words, the beach, the barbeque,
the sports stadium and the school become monuments to the production of nation.
What Australian historian Miriam Dixson refers to as “core culture”69 is
rejuvenated through this set of elements that can appear to represent diversity
through the discursive production of a text produced by the same governmental
policies which order the containment of, and in some cases the punishment of,
cultural diversity. The ocean here signifies both an endless horizon of
69

This term is coined by Miriam Dixson in her book The Imaginary Australian where Dixson
argues that the “core culture”, identified as the Anglo-Celtic core, is under threat and must be
acknowledged and recognised if Australia is to retain a sense of national identity.

115

possibilities and the geographical boundaries that imprison those to whom “our
way of life” is meaningless.
As emblematic of “our way of life,” the choice to give the beach scene
primacy in this government document becomes clear when thinking about the
purpose of the text, which is to instruct citizens how to become accomplices in the
protection of territorial boundaries. The pamphlet is divided into eight parts
which form an instruction manual for what became known as the “Be alert, not
alarmed” campaign. Citizens are instructed to “keep an eye out for anything
suspicious” and to retain vigilance in the fight against terrorism. In a section
entitled “Our Community” on page ten of the pamphlet, the school photograph is
reproduced and enlarged as citizens are informed that “Australian are friendly,
decent democratic people, and we’re going to stay that way.”
In looking at the totality of these images and their capacity to represent
“our way of life,” the pamphlet can be read within the Foucaultian context of the
historical transformation of document to monument that he claims marks modern
histories. Foucault suggests that traditional history, through its remembrance of
monuments of the past, transformed those monuments into documents: written
accounts of objects that projected history as a continuity - or totality - of events.70
Foucault notes that modern history has incurred a reversal of this procedure that
produces a “general history” as opposed to a “total history”: the document
becomes meaningful as history through its transformation into a monument where
elements are sequentially positioned “in relation to other elements in the series.”71
I suggest that this “general history” harks back to a “total history” as it reproduces
70
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images as monuments of nation, elements that, grouped together, represent a
conceptual entirety which aim to signals to all readers “our way of life.” These
images represent monuments transformed into documents. As separate images,
they represent a discontinuity of practices that must be intentionally brought
together for the re/production of modern history and the iteration of “our way of
life;” there is no intrinsic relationship between these images unless, or until, they
are contextually united. To borrow from Foucault, they acquire “meaning only
through the restitution of a historical discourse; it might be said … that in our time
history aspires to the condition of archaeology, to the intrinsic description of the
monument.” 72 As an historical document, “Let’s Look out for Australia” is a
sound testament to the transformative power of mythology and iconography.
There are no references to “diggers” or the Anzac, the larrikin, the bush in the
images. Here, it must be assumed, the transformations have already done their job
and worked their way into the collective imagination so that the recipient citizens
of this pamphlet already understand that these pictures represent a ‘modern’
Australia, one that makes meaning through what has gone before. Texts cannot
make sense in isolation; these images echo others. Although nineteenth-century
myths and icons are not visibly present, the presented images can only be
meaningful in the context of nation, if knowledge of their existence is understood.
As I suggested, there is a reversal, a harking back to a total history where past
narratives can be comprehended through present imagery. However, recalling
Bhabha, the nation is an ambivalent structure; it is always in process, both
necessarily repetitive in its production and innovative in its use of often disparate
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objects and images. While intended to give a positive view of “our way of life,”
the images presented cannot erase the histories and narratives that inform their
production.
As an adjunct to the dissemination of this package to all householders, a
televised advertisement was introduced featuring well-known media personality,
Steve Liebman.73 Liebman, walking across a sunny, tree-lined plain, tells the
viewer that “terrorism has changed the world and Australia is not immune but the
way of life that we value so highly must go on.” As Liebman continues to deliver
this national message, various scenes, including a surfer riding a wave,
complement the images on the pamphlet and corroborate the rhetoric of
democracy as Liebman assures the viewer that “Australians are friendly decent,
democratic people. And we’re going to stay that way.”
The beach, as a prime signifier in dominant discourses of modern
Australia, is a site of considerable iconographic significance. It has been widely
discussed and written about by authors, artists, cultural critics and academics. In
relation to the aims of this chapter, the beach’s significance in the construction of
national identity requires attention. I turn now to two significant and recent texts
that look specifically at the beach and its relationship to nation: Leonie
Huntsman’s Sand in Our Souls, and the Australian Film Institute production, The
Beach.
Leonie Huntsman’s book, Sand in Our Souls, is an exploration of literary,
artistic and historical accounts of the beach in Australia. Huntsman is a retired
academic who, according to the back cover of her book. “is not a bodysurfer, a
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board-rider or a lifesaver” but “one of those millions of Australians who feel an
emotional and spiritual attachment to the beaches with which this nation is so
fortunately endowed.” Huntsman’s text provides an interesting insight into the
power of national identity and its modern relationship to the seascape. The cover
claims that the text is a response to a perceived lack in understanding of “the
deeper significance of the experience of the beach,” whose influence on
Australian culture, it is claimed, has “not been seriously explored.”74 The title of
this book connotes spiritual notions of nation, national identity and nationalism as
well as the idea that the beach is a religious site that provides sustenance for the
soul. This view is echoed, for instance, by writer Bob Ellis who claims that “the
beach is the salt in our blood, the whispering roar of the green waves in our
dreams, … our source, our birth, our beginning.”75
Huntsman’s thesis incorporates art, official history, film and literary texts.
Although this book is focused mainly on the beach in the area of Sydney, it is
underscored by Huntsman’s interest in how the beach has “influenced the
development of Australian culture and the sense of our national identity.”76
Huntsman claims that the beach’s absence from “high culture” is due to an
ignorance of its history; “have Australian intellectuals decided” she asks, “that the
beach is too trivial a subject to warrant serious consideration?”77 Huntsman asks,
“how might we define what it now means to be an Australian,” and argues that
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many Australians feel a profound and passionate attachment to the land.78 She
professes that “the neutrality of the beach, its ‘no man’s land’ status, makes it a
place where groups who perceive others as different from themselves have an
equal right to be.”79 Huntsman cites Ann Game, who writes similarly, “the sea is
an equalizer.”80 The seascape is discursively configured here to signify a
mythical level playing field, a space devoid of cultural influence where
differences can be perceived, but do not matter. This is a commonly held view of
the beach; not surprisingly, the egalitarian myth transfers well onto a site
considered by many to be beautiful and imbued with the spirituality noted in the
book’s title. For those to whom the beach does not signify beauty or evoke
spiritual resonance, the link between the beach and social equality works as an
abstraction to corroborate Huntsman’s view of a national consciousness.
What is disconcerting about Huntsman’s claims about the paucity of
academic inquiry into the beach is that she is critical of those whose work proffers
a more critical, or different analysis than her own. She claims, (citing no
concrete examples, however) that “writers on popular culture tend to focus on
contest and conflict, to note what divides people rather than what they have in
common.”81 Huntsman says that
Emphasising difference and conflict, they align themselves with the
anti-national identity side of the current debate. And their sometimes
illuminating observations are ‘skin deep’, for it is not their intention to
examine the subjective experience of the beach. In their
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preoccupation with difference these critics ignore shared qualities of
the beach experience ...82
I draw attention to Huntsman’s views to emphasise that this thesis is
interested precisely in the “subjective experience of the beach,” although I also
assert the impossibility of removing the beach from its historical or cultural
context. Referring back to Huntsman’s question - which is not so different from
my own inquiry - “how might we define what it now means to be an Australian,”
it seems that her analysis proceeds from the point of accepting national
mythologies rather than critically evaluating them. The idea of the beach as a
place of social equity is a national mythology that cements the fiction of sameness
as it speaks of its impossibility. So, in effect, Huntsman’s question has already
posited Australian-ness as that which is not defined by differences. She has
articulated her speaking position by nominating the “anti national identity side of
the current debate” as the domain of those who do not agree with her. In view of
what she rightly notes is a dearth of academic inquiry into the beach, it is
unfortunate that she fails to recognize the value of a more in-depth and critical
analysis of the connection between the beach and nation which must commence
with looking at national identity itself. Huntsman’s view of this topic draws on
Anne Game’s work, Nation and Identity: Bondi. Game argues, “nationality
usually becomes conscious through struggle against an Other with whom one is in
economic, geopolitical or religious conflict.”83 Huntsman supports this view
adding
Australians have no clearcut enemy, in geographical, historical, political or
religious forces against whom they can define themselves: no aggressive
82
83

ibid.
Game, Anne. Cited in Sand in our Souls, p.165.

121

neighbour, no war of independence, no bloody internal conflicts. Others
might well envy us this good fortune; but, in lieu of circumstances being
forced upon us, we have to make decisions based on a sense of ourselves;
and if a sense of ourselves is lacking, what is our yardstick?84
The suggestion that national identity is only the product of opposition to
an enemy ‘other’ is untenable. Also unsupportable is the claim that Australia has
been bereft of “bloody internal conflicts.” Frontier warfare is well documented.
What must be restated is the subject matter of Huntsman’s book which is subtitled
“the beach in Australian history.” There is no attempt to include the perspective
of the original inhabitants of this country or to provide a history that might tell of
the meanings associated with the beach for Indigenous people. In a further
erasure of Indigenous histories, Huntsman speaks of the “The Australianising of
the Beach” as a time when
The red-and-yellow bathing caps of the lifesavers, and the red-and-yellow
flags indicating the areas that were patrolled and where it was therefore
safe to bathe, were merely the most visually arresting signs that the beach
was acquiring distinctively local, or indigenous features. [My emphasis]85
The missing “yardstick” referred to is inserted into the mantle of
Australian-ness through the regulatory cultural practices of lifesaving, its
practitioners, its national significations and its “visually arresting” signs. What is
also mapped on to the nationalising of this public space is a local indigeneity. The
use of the term “indigenous” here must be considered. In erasing other
“indigenous features,” the “Australianising of the beach” occurs through the
disowning of Aboriginality marked by a claim for white indigeneity. Huntsman
localises the indigeneity of the beach to connote ideas of a “home-grown”
84
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identification with the seascape and to reinforce her idea that the beach can
function as a “yardstick” whereby Australianness can be readily identified. The
beach, she states, is “less a boundary than a zone of creativity where ambiguities
and possibilities flourish,” “a source of new meanings that are shaping Australian
society.”86 Huntsman expresses her hope that her text will “help readers from
different cultural backgrounds to understand us better.”87
There is a theme of innate national consciousness that runs through this
text. The “us” is a collective identity, ‘fixed’ in the title, which describes a
homogenous group of people who all love the beach. The “us” here refers to the
‘mainstream’ posited as problematic in Chapter One. Although Sand in Our
Souls offers some interesting research into the historical development of beach
culture, and, in particular, into early beach practices, Huntsman’s emphasis on the
idea of an inherent national consciousness functions throughout as a
transcendental signified, an end in itself that is innate and grounded in an
immanent spirituality. National consciousness is produced through the processes
of representation and textual production and consumption that give it expression
and rhetorical force. Works such as Huntsman’s which are nationally
awarded,88and whose questions about “who we are” are perceived as “provocative
arguments,”89 invigorate and empower dominant discourses of nation. Using an
array of rhetorical devices, nation and the beach are reproduced through oceanic
metaphors that draw on nostalgia to re-cite nation on a clean stretch of sand:
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[R]ediscovery and re-examination of our past is only beginning, and is
fraught with controversy; but one can hope that the wiping away of
memories of the past represented by waves on the beach might be
replaced by a more constructive representation in the future; that the
mistakes of the past can be remedied, and that as the tide leaves a
smooth stretch of sand ready for new possibilities, and unexpected
treasures are perhaps cast up by the ocean, so we can make fresh
starts, new beginnings.90
With these words, Huntsman nourishes the identity that she claims is fragile,
perhaps seeing more value in nurturing what is there than in considering the merit
of the alternative views put forward by the “anti national identity side of the
debate.” The beach, she states, “contributes to the fragile network of bonds that
holds a people together despite their diverse and sometimes competing interests
and allegiances.”91 The politics of meaning embedded in this sentiment and the
metaphorical description of history cited above are seductive strategies. Far from
being “provocative arguments”, they contain assurances, reassurances and
promises that national identity resides in the cleansing power of the ocean.
The documentary The Beach92 is an AFC Film production made in 2001
which provides many points of comparison and contrast with Huntsman’s work.
Using representations of writing, visual imagery and performance, The Beach
explores the beach and, to some degree, provides insight about its ideological
force in the projection of Australian-ness. Acclaimed Australian actor David
Wenham narrates the film. There are appearances by, among others, poet Les
Murray, author Tim Winton and art historian Juliana Engberg. I focus on the
interviews with Murray and Engberg because they suggest more pluralistic ways
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of seeing the beach and also because each provides a critique of the archetypical
images and ideas that frame the film.
The Beach makes similar observations to those presented by Leonie
Huntsman. Echoing many of her ruminations connecting the beach and nation,
the film looks at the beach through a white lens, exploring possibilities for ‘new
meanings’ without recourse to history. The film opens with the image of a large
beach ball followed by the claim that
Australians are the most beach conscious people on earth. The
beach has become our defining experience. The beach is with us
from birth to death. The beach is the lens through which we view
and interpret our lives.
It is here that “Australians” are collectively racialised as white. The very idea of
beach-going practices as they are realised in contemporary times is based on a
model of white culture that has historically excluded Aboriginal people. Culture
is assumed to be a singular and monolithic entity in this framework. Although
framed by these typical or archetypal notions that have come to dominate beach
representations, what follows are some questions that mark a point of departure
from previous texts that connect a collective ‘us’ to nation. The Beach, while
promoting the dominant projections articulated in art, painting, poetry and
literature, raises questions; there is a suggestion that the meanings of the beach or its potential for meaning - require further exploration.
What is it that attracts us to the beach that is immediate as soon as you
walk on the sand or the coastal rocks? Is it simply the presence of the sea
which can never be developed? Or is it a deep unconscious belief in what
used to be called the ozone, the atmosphere of the beach? Is the beach a
source for our deepest meanings? Or simply a mirror for a hedonistic,
often escapist society?
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These questions are pertinent. Differently framed or alternatively contextualised,
they might produce useful responses. However, the romantic framework within
which they are raised serves two purposes. Firstly, it is assumed that everyone
feels the same way about the beach. There is no suggestion here that, for some,
the beach is not pleasurable or meaningful. Secondly, the way in which these
questions are contextualised predicts certain responses. The collective “us” and
“our” that are laden with white Australian-ness fail to consider the beach’s
capacity for subsistence, totemic significance or Dreaming, for example. The
dualisms of hedonism and depth are the only real considerations, and, even then,
they can only be theorised from the starting point of a communal attraction to the
beach.
Writer Tim Winton thinks that the beach is “a point of liberation” from the
regulation and imposed order of daily life. Within what appear to be contrasting
ideas about the beach, there are, as mentioned, echoes of previous texts cited,
using other myths to perpetuate the idea that the beach is a shared, national space
where equality and ‘freedom’ reside. Speaking over a similar beach scene to that
used in the photograph on the Let’s Look out for Australia pamphlet, narrator
David Wenham claims
in many countries, the beach is fenced off; you have to pay to get in…
In Australia, the beach belongs to everyone. It is our birthright. With
the freedom goes the democracy of the beach. Rank and status and
wealth are shed with clothes. You can have a million bucks or ten and
you can still occupy the beach.
This sentiment interpellates on an emotional level, seeking to identify a sovereign
subject according to “birthright.” Strategies for producing origins when speaking
of nation have been discussed in the context of desiring indigeneity, so I will not
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dwell on this. What Wenham invokes in the above are the tenets of classlessness
and egalitarianism characterised by the Bulletin school of writers and transposed
onto the beach man. Classlessness remains a national preoccupation. And the
coast, that is the ‘natural’ environment of sand and waves, provides a more fertile
landscape for classlessness than does the interior. The notion of classlessness
works to reinforce the idea that cultural difference, or any perceived difference, is
of no consequence. It naturalises the beach and instates it as a cultural icon that
has no socio-historical context. And because the beach is the primary signifier of
nation, the nation too becomes decontextualised, a “classless” place of belonging
for all, regardless of “rank” or “status.”
Art historian Juliana Engberg disagrees that the beach is a natural place.
She centralises culture as inherent to beach life, drawing on metaphors of
performativity to argue that
the beach is in fact actually not a natural place. It’s a cultural place
which I think is perhaps surprising when we think about that. Unlike
when you go into the sea itself and you become one with that… body
electric feeling of the surf around you and so forth, the beach is
actually that place where you parade culture. It’s like a stage set, or
it’s like a theatre of culture. It’s not a neutral space at all. It’s not at
all a place of neutrality or democracy as many commentators
previously have talked about it. It’s a place of high scrutiny, a place
where people’s bodies are scrutinised to a greater extent, a place not
of neutrality, but in fact, where we compete very much for attention or
for lack of attention.
What Engberg begins to undo with this critique are the ideas surrounding bodies
and institutions that collaboratively work to reproduce nations and national
subjects. In positing the beach as a “stage,” Engberg points to the constructedness of culture, de-mythologising its appearance of naturalness by people-ing the
beach with bodies, performers of culture. She also brings into view the
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disciplinary nature of cultural practice, the high-level scrutiny of performance that
refutes the notion that “the beach belongs to everyone.” Engberg separates the
beach from the sea. I would suggest this is a dubious separation, given that bodies
also perform in the ocean, often “parade[ing]” culture as much in the ocean as out
of it. Surfing is a prime example of parading culture. However, her distinction
serves the purpose of debunking the naturalness ascribed to the beach. Engberg
also introduces the view the idea that a competitiveness of bodies takes places on
the beach. Interestingly, though, she marks not just a competition for “attention”
but also raises the issue of beach bodies who do not “fit in” to cultural
expectations. This idea is taken up further by poet Les Murray who re-inscribes
class into the beach stating
I don’t think much of the idea of the beach being a place of equality. I
think it’s fairly patently untrue. It’s a place of great inequality. It’s the
aristocracy of the body, a particular kind of bodily aristocracy too ... the
idea of the slim, svelte Hollywood body and the tanned blonde body,
it’s almost super-humans and sub-humans. You’re on offer.
Everybody who goes there is kind of on offer even if you don’t feel as
if you are offering yourself, you’re regarded as on offer. You’re being
checked and probably rejected to some degree.
Les Murray is described on his internet biography as “a nationalist and
republican,” who “sees his writing as helping to define, in cultural and spiritual
terms, what it means to be Australian.”93 As Perera and Pugliese point out,
Murray’s national status is renowned; he is “Australia’s unofficial poet
laureate.”94 The above reflections of the beach speak perhaps more of Murray
than his object of inquiry; he is acknowledging, and critiquing, the desirability of
beach-friendly bodies that signifies through a wide range of familiar texts.
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Murray’s views illuminate how the disarticulation of categories such as class, race
and gender, is effective in producing national - and nationalist - subjects because
it serves to simplify the category of nation. Implying notions of class and
nominating corporeal difference as attributes for fitting in, Murray occludes the
other factors of nation historically inscribed in the beach. The whiteness of the
“bodily aristocracy” is obfuscated by what Murray sees as a corporeal inequity
implicated only by class; the beach’s capacity to produce and reproduce nation is
thus reduced to white physicality. Murray is also able to cast the blame for this
“bodily aristocracy” elsewhere, as if the discourses of beauty are the sole domain
of ‘others’ and without history in this country. As the unofficial poet laureate,
whose status is perhaps best corroborated by his invitation by the Federal
Government to write the preamble to Australia’s constitution in 1998, Murray’s
preoccupation with the body is reflected in his poem “On Home Beaches,”95
where he challenges the egalitarian myth often associated with the beach. His
anxiety about the beach’s potential for violence is palpable
You peer, at this age, but it's still there, ridicule,
the pistol that kills women, that gets them killed, crippling men
on the towel-spattered sand. Equality is dressed, neatly,
with mouth still shut. Bared body is not equal ever…”96
Murray speaks of the silence of conformity that, if transgressed, produces public
humiliation and ridicule. What is disclosed also are the intersections between
class and gender, and by definition when speaking of national icons, between race
and culture. The “official poet laureate”, speaker for the nation, can be seen here
undermining the uniformity of nation as he acknowledges the beach’s power to
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emasculate, to render powerless, and therefore to invalidate its claims of social
equity.
Conclusion
Homi Bhabha tells us that “to study the nation through its narrative
address does not merely draw attention to its language and rhetoric; it also
attempts to alter the conceptual object itself.”97

What can be discerned from the

analysis provided in Chapter Three is the way in which surfing, the beach, beach
culture and national identity give meaning to each other, linguistically, narratively
and rhetorically. As I have shown, the signs of nation are often seductive. Nation
as a discursively produced concept, an ideal embedded in the imagination through
a vast oeuvre of texts and social practices, is also one that invites an emotional
response; this is where its primary power lies. As a system of representations that
gives strength to the illusion of unified values and cultural practices, national
identity has located a more widely identifiable icon in beach culture than it
assumed using bush mythology. The ocean’s capacity for invoking spirituality
and egalitarianism supersedes the ability of the interior and its “inhospitable”
landscape to script the modern nation. The lifesaver and the surfer, as modern
symbolic types, are more effective than the bushman – or indeed, the Anzac and
the stockman or the pioneer - because they incorporate the values of these while
expanding the representational terrain of the nation. The surfer, as a national
figure, both supports and distorts dominant discourses as he functions as a
national trope to inform the changes in how national identity is constructed. This
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will be demonstrated in Chapter Four where I look specifically at the
representation of surfers in advertising, fiction, surfing texts themselves and visual
media.

131

Chapter Four: “Be Yourself. Naturally” - The Metaphysics of Surfing.
Introduction
Having drawn out the connections between nation and surfing, and nation
and the beach, in this chapter I focus on a range of texts that represent surfing
more specifically in order to disclose the ways in which class, gender and race
intersect and how these categories inform the production and consumption of
surfing texts. This chapter looks at the manifold ways in which texts represent
surfing and surfers, within the categorical contexts of mainstream, counterculture
and subculture, and also at the underpinning ideology of surfing as it is
encapsulated in an advertising slogan for iced tea, “Lipton’s Ice Tea,” that I have
appropriated as the title for this chapter. Be Yourself. Naturally provides the lens
for this chapter’s analysis. The potential meanings incorporated into this slogan
inform the range of genres explored. These meanings also reveal the ideological
values expressed in surfing culture and surfing identities, in particular, surfing’s
emphasis on the concept of ‘freedom’. Be Yourself. Naturally, as I will
demonstrate, implies humanist notions of choice and an essence of nature, both of
which are common to surfing ideologies.
Throughout a relatively brief history of representation, surfers have
frequently been depicted by mainstream media1 in subcultural terms, as longhaired ‘drop-outs’ invariably given to drug use, unemployment, drifting and so on.
Surfing’s subcultural status, as I discussed in Chapter Two, is also maintained by
the textual production of the surfing industry as a means of controlling surfing’s
1
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image; social deviance, or its appearance, are marketable commodities. In
addition to maintaining a subcultural image, representations often link surfing to
the anti-establishment ethos associated with counterculture. Categories of
analysis, as I have argued, often fuse. It becomes difficult to say precisely where
surfing fits in the broad spectrum of possibilities. It is only in recent years,
through the commercialisation of surfing on a national and international scale, that
the image of the surfer has shifted to reflect the interests of mainstream. The
ideologies of competitiveness and capitalist production and consumption that
were once used as a counterpoint for surfing’s cultural identity are now arguably
its mainstay.
David Lanagan speaks of the “surfing capital”2 of the major manufacturers
of surfing apparel and lifestyle, a form of cultural capital he identifies as emerging
in the 1980s. Lanagan distinguishes between the “surfing body” as that which
forms the movement of surfing and exists “away from the beach … recognized by
a style of clothing … a “politicized form,” and the actual body of the surfer who
performs the act of surfing.3 Dividing “the movement” from “the (corporeal)
body” can function to obscure the way in which the texts of the surfing movement
- for example, surfing videos, magazines, internet chat rooms and so on - inform
the corporeality of the surfer and produce the types of performativity that are
enacted by surfers when they are riding waves. Surfing “bodies” make up “the
movement.” Such a neat distinction is unsound because the movement that exists
“away from the beach” produces the individual surfer whose surfing style is
realized at the beach. “Surfing capital” is therefore the product of active bodies
2
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who consume the products associated with the movement so they can re/present
themselves as a particular body type or “politicized form.”
Representations of surfers and the movement’s self-representation are the
focus of this chapter, specifically as they reflect, depict and connote the national
signs of race, gender, sexuality and class. I am interested therefore in the
“politicized form” of the surfer and his textual production as a sign of culture.
Surfing texts and imagery constitute semiotic signs and narratives that signal the
ordinariness of culture as, in many ways, they mark its extra-ordinariness; surfing
representations are not, as this chapter will demonstrate, confined to the ordinary
or day-to-day. They are multi-layered and polysemic and differ widely according
to generic conventions. This chapter explores the multi-dimensional aspects of
surfing texts. It identifies both the ordinary and the extraordinary, and how texts
and practices organize and regulate cultural production as they themselves are
determined by active agents of culture who seek to be represented in specific
ways. I am interested in how the texts produced and consumed within the
dominant discourses of surfing disclose a multitude of forms that signify the
fluidity of meaning as these same discourses attempt to stabilize meaning.
Chapter Four’s aims are also to draw out the political implications of surfing texts
as not merely stylistic constituents of cultural production, but as products that
have a significant political impact as national literary and visual signifiers. I
demonstrate in this chapter, then, the manifold ways in which surfing texts can
interpellate, signify, and represent surfing. I begin by analysing the advertisement
for Lipton’s iced tea which I see as an object of cultural study that contributes to
my discussion of surfing, masculinity, and nation. This text reproduces the
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complex relationships between surfing, race and gender, all constitutive elements
of nation, within the simplicity of a television advertisement representing a surfer.
Lipton’s advertisement and its slogan for selling iced tea, Be Yourself.
Naturally, bring into focus the diverse ways in which cultural signs can make
meaning through genre, narrative and myth. It also shows how these textual
elements can function collaboratively to produce an end product that has little
connection to the consumption of iced tea. Iced tea becomes not merely a cold,
refreshing drink for a hot summer’s day, but a metaphor for liberal humanism, for
the freedom of the beach, the individual, and the nation.
Be Yourself. Naturally underpins many of the ideological aspects of
surfing representations that are explored in this chapter through a range of fiction,
as well as through documentary, newspaper reporting, surfing magazines and
surfers’ testimonials. Although some of the texts illustrate similarities in
ideological function, their generic distinctions provide important points of contrast
with respect to the ways that representations of surfing - and the surfing
movement’s self-representation – can signify across a range of cultural categories.
Their varied uses of race, gender, class, age and so on, mark the creative ways in
which representations extend beyond the explanatory capabilities of neat
categories. The texts also disclose the political dimensions of such usage. For
example, I will demonstrate how subjects can both comply with and contest the
numerous frames of reference that occur in a slogan such as Be Yourself.
Naturally. I will also explore some of the ramifications for non-compliance with
this fundamental tenet of liberal humanism. Be Yourself. Naturally and its
associated meanings will be tested against a range of texts that include the Tim
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Winton Lockie Leonard teen fiction series, Brett D’Arcy’s novel The Mindless
Ferocity of Sharks and Fiona Capp’s memoir about her return to surfing at the age
of forty, That Oceanic Feeling. In addition, I look at a television current affairs
depiction of an unemployed surfer, and contrast this with the representation of a
professional surfer presented on a television variety programme. Finally, looking
at surfing’s marketing and advertising techniques, I investigate how the slogan Be
Yourself. Naturally fits in with surfing’s self-representation.
Iced Tea, Freedom and Surfing
A current fifteen-second prime time television advertisement for iced tea
shows a male surfer standing in front of two young women who are sitting on the
beach. All have Australian accents and are represented as white. The surfer is
young, tanned and stocky with a shaved head. He is wearing board shorts. Under
his arm is a surfboard depicting a large image of a woman whose brown skin,
colourful clothing and long wavy, black hair mark her as an Islander woman. In
his other hand is a bottle of “Lipton’s Ice Tea”. The dialogue between the surfer
and the two women sunbathers proceeds:
Surfer, grinning at the girls as he stands in front of them: “Hi”
Girls, leaning back on the sand, smiling: “Hi”.
Surfer: “I couldn’t tell if you’re actually attractive from over there so I’ve come
for a closer look”
One of the girls: “Well, we’ve already checked you out.”
Surfer: “Great.”
Girl: “And we’ve decided we’re not interested.”
Surfer, looking off into the distance: “ Hey, I’ve just noticed some topless girls
checking me out so I’ll catch you round.”
Girls: “Good luck”
Surfer walks away.
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Voiceover: “Refreshing Lipton’s Ice Tea. Text: Be Yourself. Naturally.”
Representations of surfers and surfing’s self-representation through its
own texts are semiotic practices that signify in a multiplicity of ways. This
advertisement, like all representations of surfers and surfing, is informed by race,
gender, age, ethnicity, class, and nation, and defies reduction to any of these
categories as it signals through all of them specific relations of power. As a
narrative, it seeks to interpellate subjects who will identify, either with the surfer
who is holding the product being advertised, or with the females, whose
appearance of autonomy (“we’ve decided we’re not interested”) within the matrix
of gender relations is undermined as the surfer moves on towards the “topless
girls.” Although the commodity is iced tea, and although the surfer is portrayed,
through the culturally familiar genre of humour as an extension of the
stereotypical “ocker,” the contemporary version of the nineteenth-century figure
of the larrikin, the conduit for selling iced tea is the female beachgoers rather than
the surfer. In selling iced tea (considered more of a ‘chick’ drink) through the
imagery of the ‘dumb’ surfer, the textual producers create a market through the
popular discourse that attempts to suggest women are now equal in the power
relationships that regulate sexual and social practice. Within the ideological
framework of the advertisement’s desire to sell, Be Yourself. Naturally is
encapsulated in what appears to be a gender shake-up: the male surfer is depicted
as less than smart and regulated entirely by his sexuality, and the two female
sunbathers are seen as intelligent and discerning. The liberal ideal of choice
inscribed in being able to ‘naturally’ be oneself is reworked. It now incorporates
the notion of sexual ‘freedom’ for white women who can openly declare their
non-interest in response to any signs of attention or forms of sexual harassment
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occurring on the beach. This sleight-of-hand gesture towards freedom of choice
for white women can of course be read oppositionally by male readers who see
that sexual freedom is the domain of the surfie guy drinking iced tea; it must be
remembered that he is holding the product, iced tea, in one hand, and the inscribed
surfboard in the other. The juxtaposition of these two cultural objects, then, must
be read as determinants for the potential to sell both the product and the associated
‘freedom’ of the surfer who is Be[ing] [him]self Naturally. The surfboard’s
image of the Islander woman is not incidental and requires consideration in
relation to the cluster of signs that accrue around the surfer.
As I discussed in Chapter Two, surfing’s origins in Hawaii are well
known. Surfing’s popularity in the early part of the twentieth century achieved
authentication through Duke Kahanamoku’s visit to Australia and his inaugural
ride at Sydney’s Freshwater Beach. Hawaiian surfing’s transportation to
Australia gave credibility to Australian surfing by associating it with
Kahanamoku’s accomplishment in the international sporting scene as an Olympic
swimmer. Pacific Islander cultures are represented in the west within the
framework of Orientalism, the body of knowledge that is produced and
reproduced through a wide range of cultural forms and that seeks to know,
subjugate, and dominate, and to have authority over its objects.4 Edward Said’s
thesis applies here; although he spoke primarily of the body of knowledge
constructed about the East, Orientalism is underscored by the premise that
privileged nations construct “others” through what he calls “networks of
interest.”5 I see the inscription of an Islander women on a surfboard as
4
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contributing to that network of interests whereby the image is immediately
comprehensible because it relates to a range of other, similar, recognisable
signifiers which, as Said notes with reference to the Orient, must be understood as
interrelated and subject to particular configurations of power.6 Islander belief
systems, bodies, traditions and rituals comprise an inventory of knowledges by
which the west knows “the Islands.” Through this discourse, the west is able to
reduce the cultural diversity of the Pacific region to what Said called “certain
distinct and intellectually knowable lines”7 that simplify, distort, dilute and
control ways of ‘knowing’ Islander cultures. The Hula tradition and the music of
Hawaiian culture, for example, are signs that are used to represent that culture as
homogenous, defining it as “exotic” and “harmonious” thus masking the colonial
prohibition of these cultural practices during the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. These images also function to produce stereotypes of untroubled
natives, erasing the history of American and European colonization, the
dispossession of culture and the enforced missionising of many Pacific Islander
cultures. The representation of the Islander woman is thus a knowable symbol; it
has a history of representation and is not out of place or unusual on the surfboard.
The image signals a power relation whereby white, male surfers can be identified
through the exotic and seemingly unproblematic fetishisation of Island women
and Island culture - ultimately what the official surfing movement recognizes as
the ‘authentic’ origins of surfing itself. In places like Hawaii, Tonga and Bali,
local cultures have been poached, disrespected and appropriated by Australian
surfers who have colonized both the waves and the women in these countries.
6
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Island women are often represented in surfing texts as products for consumption,
as exemplified in a recent surfing magazine editorial: “the business man travels to
Bali or the Philippines for their annual sex and surfing sojourn.”8 Here the
Islander women, partially masked under the toting arm of the surfer, represents
the relationship between white Australian surfing culture and the many Islands it
claims as its “playground”: she is the subordinate figure who is literally underfoot.
Painted images of islander women on surfboards have a history. Such
images became popular in the early 1990s when American professional surfer
Kelly Slater began painting women, including Islander women, on all his
surfboards. He described them as “my new girlies. They went surfing with me,
and I had the prefect relationship with each of them–stress-free.”9 Surfing
enthusiasts who are familiar with Slater’s status in the surfing movement will
know and recognize this practice as his personal insignia.
The painting of an Islander woman on surfboards, as an object to be stood
upon, is a significant inclusion in the production of the advertisement. The
Islander woman represents the authenticity of surfing, its cultural origins and its
potential for appropriation. This image also demonstrates the interplay between
the ‘authenticity’ of Australian surfing and surfing culture’s often violent and
misogynistic predilections that are grounded in discourses of colonialism. I
discuss these elements of surfing culture in more detail in Chapter Five; here I
draw attention to the violent underpinnings of this particular image. Its
appearance of neutrality is framed in the context of humour conveyed by the notso-smart surfie. This context places the image of the Islander woman on the
8
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surfboard as an unremarkable cultural sign, part of the paraphernalia of surfing.
This visual inclusion in the narrative calls upon a level of cultural capital for the
advertisement to be successful in its aims to sell the product, or indeed, its
accompanying ideology. The text’s reliance on intertextual forms is therefore
paramount. Surfing’s ideology of freedom, travel to “exotic” Islands, and
heterosexual prowess are deployed as signs that most consumers will recognize.
The inclusion of the image of the Islander woman also has a particular function in
the marketing of iced tea. Like most ideological signs, the image also has the
power to intervene in unintended ways in the text’s dominant message and to
undermine the advertisement’s narrative coherence. Its presence is required to
sell the “exotic” nature of surfing and the “exoticism” of iced tea. However, the
Islander woman’s indelible presence also represents the intrusion into the text of
Australian surfing history’s cultural appropriation and its desire for authenticated
origins.
As well as some recognition of its cultural codes, the coherence of this
advertisement relies also upon the reader’s implicit knowledge of western notions
of ontology, of being as central to existence. Be yourself. Naturally connotes the
individualism and freedom that are integral to surfing culture. The modern
concept of the self implied in Be Yourself. Naturally, indicates a simple process
whereby subjects can identify at will, with the aid of certain consumables or
attributes, for instance, a surfboard, surfing apparel, iced tea, or a beach-friendly
body. Be yourself. Naturally signals no acknowledgement of constraint, no
power or hindrance, but a technique of self-production that just is. It claims that
there is a self - or a “yourself” - that exists in the simple act of being, and that this
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subject is unique and differentiated from all other selves, not an ensemble of
positions, but an integrated and whole subject whose entirety is a guaranteed state.
Surfing culture promotes a specific version of the Enlightenment self which, while
fostering notions of freedom from any form of authority or governance, also
regulates the particularity of this ‘free’ self through representations such as the
iced tea advertisement.
As mentioned, this advertisement is part of a series that represents surfers
in a similar way. It articulates on a local level and could be transposed easily onto
advertisements for a variety of products because it speaks through the nationally
sanctioned imagery of the beach, invoking nation and heterosexual masculinity as
knowable objects. It also attempts to signal a ‘new’ representation of females that
seeks to reflect liberal feminist notions of autonomy. However, this ‘new’ model
is assimilated within the same clearly defined patriarchal modes of thought that
have historically represented women at the beach, to borrow from Jeff Lewis, as
“beach-based distractions.”10 The fantasy of freedom is applied to white women
as the ocker/larrikin heads off into the distance, carrying his inscribed board to
pursue topless girls. He is represented as free and natural like the young women
who are ‘free’ to reject his advances. Freedom, sexual practice, validated
gendered identities, and whiteness, are enshrined here in the nationalist mythology
of the level playing field of sand that attempts to guarantee a state of Be[ing]
yourself. Naturally. Such a promise is subverted, however, by the image of the
Islander woman whose presence in the text threatens any attempt to stabilise
meaning.
10
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Tim Winton: Lockie Leonard Series
The notion of a guaranteed state of being is often expressed in surfing
texts. The mythology of surfing rests on the belief that there is a pure,
unadulterated state of being that can be found while riding waves – a state that
represents complete freedom and escape from the constraints imposed by societal
institutions. This state can be located in the character of Lockie Leonard, the
protagonist of a teen fiction trilogy by Tim Winton. The first two novels
demonstrate that surfing provides all that is needed to cope with the instability of
conflicting subject positions produced by the exigencies of family and school life.
The character Lockie Leonard is an autobiographical construct. Says Tim Winton,
“lots of Lockie’s memories are my memories.”11 The collapsing of the ‘real’ and
‘unreal’ signals a deliberate blurring of generic boundaries whereby the main
character assumes the ‘reality’ of an earlier Winton. The texts’ political
ramifications are thus occluded as the reader identifies with Winton, and not the
character.
The first book of the series, Lockie Leonard, Human Torpedo12 introduces
twelve-year old Lockie, whose family has just moved from the city in Western
Australia to a fictitious country town called Angelus. “Human Torpedo” is
Lockie’s ironic nickname, so given because of his slowness of movement. But, it
is also a play on his prowess as a surfer. The connection between surfing and
freedom is most clearly articulated early in the book following Lockie’s first day
at high school:
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The sun was almost down as he caught his last wave, leaning and cutting
across its orange glistening surface as it rolled toward the beach like the
twist in a great monster’s tail. It hissed behind him. His hand trailed in
the smooth, faceless wall; he tossed his head back and hooted as the whole
pitching funnel of its insides shot him down the line. He wasn’t thinking
of anything. He didn’t need to. 13
Captured here is the frequently articulated view of surfing’s blissfulness
expounded in the claim that “only a surfer knows the feeling.”14
Lockie the young surfer represents white Australia, heterosexuality and
nation. The only reference to any Indigenous presence in the town is given at the
beginning of Human Torpedo when Lockie’s family arrive at their new home in
the poor part of town following the transfer of his father, a police sergeant,
referred to by all as “Sarge”: “not even the poorest people and the Aborigines in
town put up with that street.”15 Scripted as being even poorer than the town’s
Indigenous inhabitants, the Leonards, in this trilogy of texts, experience a range of
personal and familial crises that are balanced by Winton’s insertions of humour.
The family is represented as normative within the confines of what is portrayed as
‘respectable’ poverty. The Leonards are churchgoers, and Lockie defines himself
against the Christian Youth Group he is sent to by noting that “the kids here talk
about boongs and slopes and dagos,” and that “they hate poofters and lezzos and
greenies.”16 His sense of self is derived from the surf, as is evident in the passage
quoted above. This construction of identity through surfing is further corroborated
when his new schoolmates acknowledge his surfing prowess: “Lockie’s a hot
surfer, Wack, You should see him ….” “I’m somebody, [Lockie] thought, I’m a
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somebody.”17 The text’s power of interpellation, particularly for young male
readers, lies in its use of a variety of motifs from contemporary Australian teen
literature, for example, romance, the surf, the city/country divide and
environmental issues. Unlike many contemporary teen texts, however, these
novels do not refer to modern technology. There is no mention of television,
computers or mobile phones. The emphasis is on the outdoors, on ‘freedom’ being
acquired through contact with the sea. Lockie’s “self” is represented as
environmental rather than technological, ‘natural’ rather than cultural. He endures
all the complications of teenage life and all are resolved in the ocean.
The life of Lockie the surfer is tracked through the three texts, each of
which sees him a little older and dealing with the dilemmas of adolescence while
finding solace in the surf. In the first book, the emphasis is on romance and the
developing relationship between him and a female character, Vicki Streeton.
Having established his heterosexuality, the second book, Lockie Leonard,
Scumbuster,18 complicates it by introducing the theme of mateship. The narrative
brings together Lockie’s unlikely friendship with the “bogan,”19 Geoff Eggleston,
known to all as “Egg” and the pair’s successful attempt to bring the town’s bad
smelling harbour to the attention of the local phosphate plant. Mateship between
the boys is cemented when Lockie attempts to teach Egg how to surf. Although
this is expressed within the context of the text’s heterosexual intentions, mateship
signals here in unintended ways:
It was Egg’s first surfing experience and it didn’t make a convert of him.
He looked like one of those guys going over Niagara Falls in a barrel, and
17
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he rolled all the way up to the high tide mark before Lockie could pull him
out … They just lay on the beach and laughed themselves blind. Lockie
felt so happy he nearly busted his board shorts.20
When Egg’s father, the local Methodist minister, gets the sack and Egg’s family
have to return to the city, the intensity of the friendship between Lockie and Egg
is disclosed:
Lockie put his chin on his knees. He felt like someone had died. He would
rather have the harbour stink and still have his best mate, but somehow he
couldn’t say it. His eyes burned and he didn’t know where to look. There
were so many things he wanted to tell Egg, so many things to thank him
for and apologise for and remind him of. This was worse than getting the
flick from a girl. This was like drowning.21
Once again, Lockie’s sense of self is restored through the surf, when after a week
of staying in bed, his father tells him that he is “getting boring” and that he should
go surfing. The book closes with a final scene where Lockie’s troubles are
sublimated by the power of the ocean:
Lockie paddled stiffly and felt the cool water zing against his face. He sat
and swiveled quickly and dug hard into the water as the great lumbering
peak rose behind him. Down the long grassy hallway of the wave he fell,
turning and cranking and crouching low. His knees knocked with the
force of it. He streaked for the tiny almond eye of daylight at the end of
the tube with the growl of the ocean all around him, and from the beach
you could hear the sound of the human torpedo crashing through into
daylight: YEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE-HAAAAAAAAAAAAA!22
Winton represents surfing as a mode of coming of age. The ‘natural’
progression of boyhood moves through rites of passage into the stable masculine
identity signalled through the surfing trope of “freedom” that informs the slogan
Be Yourself. Naturally. I discuss the masculinist proportions of surfing texts in
20
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more detail in Chapter Five. However, it is noteworthy here that surfing in the
Lockie Leonard series, while capable of being read across the grain, is an intended
guarantor for a white, masculine, national subject position. Although Lockie’s
expression of grief over the loss of his mate, Egg, described as “worse than
getting the flick from a girl” can be read against the grain of the intended
heterosexual framework that structures these texts, any doubts about Lockie’s
sexuality are laid to rest in the text when he has a chance meeting with former
girlfriend, Vicki. This culminates in the promise of a future reunion. The final in
the series, Lockie Leonard Legend,23 has limited significance in the context of this
discussion. It focuses less on surfing and is mainly concerned with Lockie’s
mother’s depression and subsequent hospitalization. The book is less humorous
and, in the context of its coming of age genre, marks the shift of Lockie from a
boy without responsibilities to a young man who is very suddenly overwhelmed
by the care of his younger brother and baby sister. Life’s more serious issues are
not, in this book, waylaid by the freedom of surfing.
Within Winton’s trilogy, surfing is the primary signifier for freedom and
autonomy. In many ways, the texts are composites of a triumphant and heroic set
of discourses that posit surfing as an activity whereby young males can achieve
the state of be[ing] yourself outside the constraints of discourse. Lockie’s
“YEEEEEEEEEHAAAAAAAAA” signals an expression of euphoric mirth that
escapes articulation in standard language. This feeling of ecstasy, often described
by surfers as the ultimate state of freedom, is frequently articulated through the
signification of a non-word, or as I discuss below, through ellipsis, as well as
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amorphous terms that suggest a notion of transcendence, such as “oceanic
feeling.” However, despite Winton’s attempts to represent Lockie’s surfing
experience as outside of discourse, there are textual fissures, such as the
interrogation of poverty and heterosexuality that complicate Lockie’s claims to
the freedom of the ocean. Lockie’s father is the local police sergeant. This
position, of status as well as a regular salary, even if low, cannot corroborate the
claim that the family live in poorer circumstances than “even the poorest people
and the Aborigines.” Lumped together, the “poor” - presumably non-Aboriginal and the “Aborigines” are dealt with and, thereafter, absented from the text. The
reader is invited to empathise with the Leonards, whose father represents the most
powerful figure of colonial authority, and who now resides in a less comfortable
place than the colonised. This is quite a significant textual manoeuvre that
interpellates prospective surfers from working-class backgrounds, suggesting that
anyone can afford this ‘freedom’ of cultural expression, even those who are
poorer than Aboriginal people. More importantly, though, in keeping with
commonly expressed white stereotypes, Aboriginality is scripted as poor, denying
the possibilities for any other ways of experiencing life.
Lockie’s sexual confusion threatens to erupt in his expression of despair
and depression at losing his mate. This is not to suggest that the “sadness at” the
loss of a mate is incompatible with heterosexual mateship. Rather, I pinpoint the
text’s points of rupture whereby the ‘unity’ of Lockie, and his ability to Be
[Him]self. Naturally fragment. Surfing rescues him from “drowning,” reinforces
his masculinity and restores his national identity. The freedom provided by the
ocean is a temporal freedom regulated by school and home demands, as well as by
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environmental conditions; it is also freedom constrained by the demands of surfwear and owning a surfboard. For his thirteenth birthday, Lockie is given a
wetsuit, “smooth, sleek and fluorescent yellow and green, Australian colours.”24
Lockie’s masculine Australian identity is guaranteed and reinforced through
surfing.
The attempt to identify ‘freedom’ as that which simply exists in the ocean
and is attainable by all who surf is inscribed in the statement, Be Yourself.
Naturally. This statement is grounded in the ideology of liberal humanism and
narrativised through the national myth of egalitarianism and the recognisable
significations of yellow and green. These are political markers of the myth of
classlessness often associated with the beach and surfing. When class comes into
view in surfing texts, it requires obfuscation through other, familiar myths, as I
will demonstrate below in relation to an episode of the current affairs programme,
Today Tonight. Class is also an ambiguous signifier for surfing ‘freedom’. This
is illustrated in a recent novel about surfing, The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks,
which I read as a critique, not only of the ‘freedom’ implied in mainstream
ideologies such as Be Yourself. Naturally, but also as an interrogation of the
discourses that inform such mantras.
The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks
Brett D’Arcy’s novel The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks25 brings together
the ordinariness and extraordinariness of surfing in a narrative that deploys the
notion of subculture in its anti-authoritarian context. Its ordinariness lies in its
depiction of day-to-day working-class struggles, specifically eleven year-old
24
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Floaty Boy’s attention deficit disorder, the constant threat of the family’s eviction
because of rent arrears, and the stability provided by Floaty Boy’s mother,
Adelaide, who acts as an anchor for the unconventional lifestyle she shares with
her husband, Tom, and her three children. Tom is an ageing hippy surfer whose
refusal to conform to the ‘mainstream’ enables the book’s interrogation of societal
and cultural structures. Adelaide, although like the other characters somewhat
unconventional, holds together the constant antics of “the Cronies,” Tom and his
surfie mates. She has a part-time job as a journalist, and is a part-time university
student. The extraordinariness of this narrative lies in its focus on the community
of aging surfers, and also on the centrality of the baby, Sal, whose depiction
concretizes the familial, yet dysfunctional, orientation of the narrative. The
surfing “Cronies” are Floaty Boy’s father and his friends, Daryl, Gav, (sometimes
known as “Arseless” due to a shark attack) and Jules. The “Cronies” are
unemployed in the conventional sense and mostly obtain the means to live
through ‘scamming’ and conning, through “bush mechanics,” the forgery of name
brand surfboards, petty theft, wheeling and dealing, and playing in local bands, all
the while artfully avoiding “the Demons,” the local police. Between rorts, the
Cronies spend long hours on the veranda, “always there, tossing quips back and
forth, catching and unravelling the ones which are wanting, then refashioning
them to their own dry specifications, like they are perfecting some comedy
routine.”26 Floaty Boy’s father, Tom, or the “Old Man” as he is referred to, is a
forty-year old surfer whose subcultural status is his mantle of elitism:
Being critical of most things, the Old Man and his Cronies are especially
hard on the mainstream of surfing – the fashion, the comps, the whole
26
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commercial clout of what is now a cash-cow industry…They regard
anyone without any longboard experience under their belt as a pitiful
wretch. Yet they can’t abide the riding of hunkas or their modern
derivatives by anyone other than themselves.27
The Cronies’ depiction betrays no connection to surfing culture’s national or
mainstream predilections that promote youth, fitness and the national benefits of
competition surfing. Anyone without “longboard experience” is likely to be
young, so there is a suggestion here that ‘authentic’ surfing is the domain of
ageing surfers.
Like Winton’s Lockie Leonard series, this book is also set in Western
Australia, in a fictitious town known as “The Bay” which, representative of many
Australian coastal towns, has great surf and little employment. The Bay is
“synonymous with death, vile stench and unchecked pollution,”28 the decaying
remains of a now defunct abattoir and tannery. Tom and Adelaide’s eldest son,
Eddie, in his mid teens, shares the same future aspirations as “the Cronies,” being
“equally adept at the lowlife science-rock ‘n’ roll, bush mechanics, scamming
(surfing, of course) - all those activities which fit together so snugly, like spare
time and the dole.”29
On its front cover, Robert Drewe, echoing Leonie Huntsman’s penchant
for national consciousness, describes the book, as “the Australian collective
unconscious wrestled to the ground and pinned down”. Although this description
signals the text’s preoccupation with subculture and the contemporary nature of
unemployment and just “getting by,” it fails to acknowledge, as do other
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reviews,30 the complexity of this representation of surfing culture as one that
ascribes agency to subjects who refuse to conform to the status quo of work and
conventional family life. While the text demonstrates the penalties for subverting
discourse, through the constant surveillance by authorities such as landlords and
the police, it also celebrates, without exaltation, the way in which this group of
people functions in opposition to, and despite the demands of, both mainstream
surfing and mainstream social life. Surfing is extracted in this text from
mainstream preoccupations with competition and national representation, and reinscribed in both subcultural and countercultural terms; it is the activity of the
disenfranchised but also expresses the idea of choice as the characters opt not to
belong to the “cash-cow” industry.
Even though the characters are unconventional, the text proffers a
conventionally stereotypical gender representation of Adelaide who “cannot
relax”, whose “work, study, tear-away kids,” and “a derro for a husband,” are set
against the ‘freedom of surfing’. This representation must be examined
contextually and in relation to Adelaide’s complicity in, and support of, the
lifestyle of the surfers. Adelaide is also an accomplished surfer, although this is
not foregrounded: “Oh, the effing beach,” she laments, “it’s a sore temptation for
all of us.”31 Within the familial setting, she is also powerful, “altogether lively,
someone to be near.”32 She is discursively literate and knows how to challenge the
efforts of the local authorities, the “Demons”: “My wife’s a journo … and she
30
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goes to uni. She’s good with these things.”33 While Tom and his cronies are
imbued with the patriarchal discourse of sexism common to surfing culture, this is
by no means uncomplicated by other factors, such as Tom’s frequently expressed
love of Adelaide and their children, and his humorous dependency on her
knowledge of institutional discourses when confronted by the police: “My wife
knows my rights.”34 Tom and his cronies’ sense of fun and anti-authoritarianism
bring into focus the larrikin, a significant white Australian literary trope.
However, “the Cronies” cannot be reduced to such a simplistic national icon; they
extend the larrikin imagery by imbuing it with contemporary politics where
recalcitrance towards mainstream culture is rewarded in the surf. The Cronies are
a testament to the political realities of mid-life unemployment in small towns, and
of the efforts to create a community that somehow functions despite its
appearance, described by one reviewer as “somewhat dysfunctional”.35 The
‘dysfunctional’ is depicted through parental leniency: Floaty Boy “wags” school,
“his mind is always elsewhere at school-so bloody boring … there is the priority
of a fresh swell.”36 It is also represented through what might be read as a chaotic
existence that pays little attention to time or propriety, one that sees talking and
surfing with children as a more worthwhile expression of parental love than the
imposition of social demands. This is a family whose antics would provide ample
fodder for the genre of current affairs discussed below.
The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks reproduces the dichotomy of fear and
desire common to many surfing texts. Metaphorically, the shark represents
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convention, or adherence to ‘normalcy’. In the book, sharks come from “down
below” and are capable of taking a surfer into the depths of the “down below”, the
dark underbelly of the ocean, where once, during a night body-surf, Floaty Boy is
taken by a “horrie”, and is petrified by the “crazed mass of water raging into view
… the incredible dimensions of this horrie, this monster, this real-life fucking
kingie.”37 Floaty Boy’s capacity for buoyancy, his ‘freakishness’ or difference, is
what ensures his survival and his sense of freedom: “Floating higher than he has
ever been, he bucks through the remnants of froth as they subsume him and coasts
free down the backside.”38
A psychoanalytic reading of this would elucidate the maternal proportions
of the wave’s interior, the pipeline, often described in surfing literature as the
“womb,” and Floaty Boy’s simultaneous desire and revulsion, and his necessary
dislocation from the maternal. However, more useful in the context of this
analysis are the text’s political dimensions. Sharks, according to the “Old Man,”
are “like house johnnies”39 (landlords). The “mindless ferocity of sharks” alludes
to the ferocity of a system that scripts Floaty Boy as a “freak” with Attention
Deficit Disorder and “other disabilities,”40 and “the Cronies” as social outcasts,
whose refusal to comply with dominant discourses produces surveillance and the
potential for ridicule and harassment. Surfing in this text is a way of life that
involves making do, what de Certeau refers to as a poiēsis, a form of production
masked by dominant systems of cultural production, but nonetheless a “making”
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of culture that is meaningful.41 It is a form of making do that articulates fear of
the ferocity of life, and the desire to live fearlessly, both in and out of the water; it
is a “way of operating” that re-appropriates and reorganises culture through
“makeshift creativity.”42
Fearlessness in the ocean is common to surfing enthusiasts despite the
presence of real sharks. Being fearless is integral to patriarchal masculinities in
their many and varied forms, and especially relevant to masculinities associated
with sporting prowess. I discuss various expressions of surfing masculinity in the
remainder of this chapter, where I demonstrate again one of the central premises
of this thesis: the instability of all social categories and cultural identities, and the
continual need for their re-evaluation. However, it is a tenable claim within the
range of masculinities available to surfers, given the nature of the activity, that
fearlessness of sharks is common and that masculinity is partially contingent on
the demonstration of fearlessness. Fear, it seems, is either suppressed or
overcome by the frequently described intense pleasure of surfing. The rare shark
attacks that occur on Australian beaches invariably affect surfers. Media
narratives describing shark attacks can often be linked to masculine ideas of
bravery in the face of predatory threat, and survivors of shark attacks are often
seen as heroic. Rarely, unless a death occurs, do such narratives propose staying
out of the surf. I suggest this is because of surfing’s associations, both
philosophical and ideological, with freedom. To suggest restricting that freedom
is to encroach on a perceived national ‘freedom’ that, as I claimed in Chapter
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Three, links surfing and nation and augments the process of constructing a
national identity.
In a recent shark “attack” that killed a surfer in Western Australia, much
mainstream media commentary focused on surfing and nation in ways that reflect
the preoccupations of this particular historical moment. The linguistic framework
that structures this narrative is not too distant from that used to describe terrorism
in the aftermath of the Bali bombings. The notion of “attack” assumes centrality:
“Great white horror five-metre shark launches itself at surfer,”43 declared one
headline. Another broadcast the “Search to resume for killer shark”.44 Similar to
the reporting of the bombings, The Advertiser stated how “surfers tell how giant
shark claimed one of their mates”45 adding that the surfer was “enjoying a
weekend away with a mate,” “he lived for surfing,” according to his brother,
travelling to countries as diverse as Morocco, Indonesia, Ireland and South Africa
to enjoy the waves.46 The Daily Telegraph’s headline announced an “Armed hunt
for sharks that killed surfer,”47 while The West Australian proclaimed “the man
eaters [are] likely to swim free.”48 Amid the conflicting reports of what had
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actually occurred, a debate emerged about whether or not the shark, or sharks,
once located, should be shot. The Daily Telegraph said that officials, armed with
rifles, were hunting the sharks, and quoted an officer as saying “If they’re going to
become a danger to the public I think the community would expect us to try to
alleviate the risk.”49
Much of the language used to describe this incident is, I would argue,
analogous to the rhetoric used to incite fear about the possibility of terrorist
attacks at this point in history, and not only that deployed in the wake of the Bali
bombings. In a broader sense, this language corresponds with that used in Let’s
Look out for Australia. Notions of “high alert,” surveillance, security and selfprotection are common to both narratives about “attacks”. The shark, in this
instance, stands in for the terrorist; the country is, according to the Gold Coast
Bulletin, “dealing with known killers.”50
Surfing in D’Arcy’s Mindless Ferocity of Sharks can be read as a response
to the rhetoric of terror, a means of interrogating its truth claims and subverting its
“ferocity.” Floaty Boy’s fearlessness is central to the narrative; he body-surfs at
night, like one obsessed. After he is wounded and “dragged” swimming “out on
the effing reefs,”51 Adelaide grounds him, but he sneaks out in the middle of the
night, back to the forbidden reef where the huge “horrie” waves conjure in his
mind what he has been told about the danger of sharks:
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Imagine the predatory shadow in pursuit, bearing down right this second,
the terrible force of a hit, the documentary rending of flesh … Stop it, the
boy tells himself, get a grip … by now the damage has been done. Sharks
have stolen up to the fore of his mind … yet the boy perseveres, topping
one meaty oily black wave after another … the sooner he is surfing, the
sooner he won’t feel like a target.52
Surfing for Floaty Boy is not merely about the freedom to escape the constrictions
of imposed rules and regulations. Nor is it only about being free to experience
pleasure. It is also about subverting the rhetorical force of terror by literally overriding it, or riding on top of it. By using surfing as a means of non-compliance
with the discourse of terror, Floaty Boy refuses to accept the fear that threatens to
“target” him. His less than perfect body, described as his “concave chest and his
pot belly”53 become a material vehicle for the construction of a counter-discourse.
Body-surfing provides a means through which Floaty Boy can emerge from the
“horrie” and the “predatory shadow” of otherness that lurks beneath, both of
threaten to overwhelm him: “Halfway down the face, the boy gets a hand out,
then his head, and, sighting down the line, alive with new shades and textures, he
forgets all about the mindless ferocity of sharks.”54
Otherness is a central theme in The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks. The
“Sand Punks” are a group of local males who are cast out by the surfing
community and the community at large. They camp in “humpies” among the sand
dunes in a place known as “Upland,” once known as “the Camp”, where,
according to one of the Sand Punks, “there were even supposed to have been
some Vietnamese here for a while, until they got collared.”55 The “Sand Punks”
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surf the sand dunes on sand-boards they make. They are ostracized. Their
“camps”, on the outskirts, or fringes of the town, reflect their poverty and
dislocation. As the “Old Man” says to Adelaide, “they’re livin’ like Blackfellas,
Ad.”56 There is a foregrounding of difference in this novel: the difference of
Aboriginal people, the difference of the Cronies from other middle aged men,
Floaty Boy’s disability and physical difference, and the Sand Punks’ difference
which sees them exiled in “Upland,” an ironic metaphor for a place where the
lowly reside, and which conjures up other places of exile, such as detention
centres and places of hiding for Vietnamese people. “Upland” represents a place
cultural differences can be cordoned off from mainstream spaces. The “Sand
Punks” are reminders that differences incur penalties. “They’re just kids,” says
Tom, “it’s not right. This is a fucked thing we’ve come to … It’s not all their own
doin’. One bad call, the wrong time around, that’s all it takes.”57 “Beach vermin
they are,” says Gavin, one of the Cronies, drawing on familiar markers used to
identify and judge difference. The Old Man, cognizant of these signifiers, replies,
“there was a time when much the same thing was said about us.”58 The Old Man
has at his disposal some knowledge of history, and asserts that the “Upland” was
once inhabited by Vietnamese people, home to those to whom the “middle of
bloody nowhere” might have been thought of as a safe haven: “The Camp”…
that’s what it used to be called back then.” He goes on to tell of earlier
inhabitants: “Yair, the boat people. Some cranky fuckin’ tannery worker dobbed
them in, no doubt. Imagine that, makin’ it all this way. Thousands of miles in a
leaky fuckin’ death trap with pirates and the Navy breathin’ down your neck, only
56
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to get busted out here. In the middle of bloody nowhere.”59 One of the Sand
Punks responds, “not to us, but.” And another asserts “we know Upland, it’s not
the middle of bloody nowhere … we have names for every last dune and gully,
even before they’re properly formed.”60 What is expressed by the Sand Punks is a
pride that refuses positionality at the lower end of cultural hierarchies. As
representative of a range of cultural groupings, the Sand Punks dissociate
themselves from the referents imposed by “The Camp.” They are proud makers of
personally inscribed sand-boards. Their hand-painted sign on the water tank that
announces “LOCALS ONLY”61 signals agency and the ability to speak back to
those whose privilege nominates them as outsiders.
In the context of national literatures, the displacement of otherness is
commonplace. Nationalism, in its dominant, modern western formation is a
competitive force. It relies for its coherence on notions of supremacy, and thus
must continually displace disturbing features in order to maintain its dominance.
In surfing texts, this displacement serves the political purpose of foregrounding
the connection between whiteness, masculinity and nation. When Adelaide and
Tom’s son, Eddie, is suspected of having gone to stay with the sand punks, the
Old Man expresses his concern, lamenting, as noted, that they live “like
Blackfellas.” The Old Man’s concern, while betraying his own value judgments,
acknowledges issues in contemporary politics and reflects efforts to engage with
and understand the adversities of other, less privileged groups. Structural
inequalities are acknowledged by the Old Man, and the collective rights and needs
of others given some consideration. The narcissistically invested surfer of more
59
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commonplace depictions is replaced here by a surfer who values collective
identities, and who makes some acknowledgement about cultural and social
differences as structural inequities, as opposed to individual choices.
This text departs from many surfing texts in that it does not romanticise or fantasise - about the freedom of surfing as that which exists outside of the
constraints of institutional discourse. Freedom here is located within the family; it
is a collective expression of the love of the surf and the ability to express this,
within the institutional constrictions of family and unemployment and despite the
constraints of mainstream convention. As a political expression, the freedom
represented in this text is both “freedom from” and “freedom to.” The Cronies are
free from the oppressive constraints of mainstream and free to surf; Floaty Boy’s
freedom to float and night-surf frees him from fear, and Adelaide is free to study
and free from many of the regulative constraints of patriarchal family life, such as
adherence to stringent regimes of domestic orderliness. Be Yourself. Naturally
takes on a particular meaning in D’Arcy’s novel because the ideal of being,
specifically, of being ‘free’, undermines the discursive production of the subject;
tricking the system is an attempt to ‘free’ oneself from its constraints in order to
free oneself to act as an agent in one’s own construction as a subject. The seizing
back of power depicted through the characterisations in this text calls to mind the
instability of power relations. Also, the ruses played against the status quo by the
characters to some degree liberate them, allowing the characters the freedom to
surf in ways that are not represented within the framework of dominant national
masculinities: sand-boarding and body-surfing are distinctly marginal ways of
surfing. Freedom in this context is a political freedom that is accessible through
161

agency. Subjects in this text destabilize discourses, disrupting their power
through the unintended effects of counter-discourses. They foreground
marginality and undercut the centrality of mainstream surfing and mainstream
conventionality.
Non-adherence and subversive tactics among “the Cronies” produce a type
of matter-of-factness about daily life that, even in the event of Eddie’s temporary
disappearance, refuses to be interrupted by the anxiety generated by the demands
of social compliance. As Tom ponders, “No band, no money, no local digs up for
rent, and still no sign of Eddie - doesn’t matter. This is a time to kick back and
recover.”62 This is a ‘freedom’ that sits outside of mainstream perceptions of
institutional regulation. Although access to consumption is clearly necessary,
these characters consume by way of trickery, through the de Certeauian practice
of poaching or raiding. The Cronies are a band of raiders whose
unconventionality is a deliberate endeavour to undermine the power relations
between themselves and the local authorities. When the family and cronies unite
to do a “midnight flit” following their eviction, to a more up-market house across
the road (previously the domain of the “Fucking Neighbours” whom they drove
out through persistent agitation), they band together to dupe the police and the
“house johnny” both of whom arrive on their new doorstep:
The Cronies may occasionally deem it prudent to swallow their collective
pride where demons are concerned, but there is no way they have to put up
with the likes of a house-johnny taking liberties. Standing him off at the
verge, they treat him to the kind of invective they would, doubtlessly,
prefer to expend on the demons. (‘Ya can’t come on here, ya money
minded arsewhipe,’ ‘Fuck you and your poxy HSV Commodore …’)
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When the “demons” give the “Old Man” an ultimatum to either be taken back to
the station for processing, or to allow inspection of the new house, the text’s
humour depicts the aging, unemployed surfer as a man of principle:
As for all the old surfing gear that the Old Man nicked from the touristtown, the most conspicuous items, such as the ladies sealskin, are already
gone. There may be other warm gear about, but who is to say where
anything old ever came from? The real worry is the actual fact of letting
the demons in. Aside from the stigma attached, the Old Man has to live
with himself. He needs his sleep.63
The surfing scenes in The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks are both frequent
and elaborate. They incorporate body-surfing, surfboard riding, body-boarding,
skate boarding and sand boarding. Apart from one scene describing Adelaide’s
skill as a surfer, all sports are represented as the domain of males. The most
frequent and often beautifully articulated accounts of surfing are those featuring
Floaty Boy. These are scenes that engage on a number of levels, and that are
inflected by the reader’s knowledge that Floaty Boy suffers from an illness that
continually affects his concentration. There are a number of references to his
medication, his difficulty focusing, and his fear of becoming distracted while in
the ocean. Floaty-Boy’s illness is that which gives him strength and allows him to
understand the seascape as a force he must comply with, rather than conquer:
No room for distraction or a mistake. He must think clearly … with a
spin and a tilt and a lunge, he is positioned, late and deep as he likes,
one stroke between a left-hand stall and a late take-off moment into
the comely belly of the back door. He savours this crucial moment,
every aspect of himself bound with anticipation, as tense with purpose
as the surface below him is taut with urgent attraction. This is what he
does. This is his life.64
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Both the opening and final scene of the book connote what is inscribed in
the caption, Be Yourself. Naturally. However, they do so in a way that this mantra
of surfing’s freedom cannot capture. The Be Yourself. Naturally of this text is not
about the commodifiable proportions of surfing; it is about the possibilities for
resisting them. The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks is a discursive account of
surfing’s relationship to the day-to-day of culture, of the local, the community,
and the constantly shifting senses of self that belie any ideal of a “natural”
“yourself” or a being grounded in a nature outside of discourse. It is about the
extraordinariness of subjects who refuse to be wholly contained by the discourses
that regulate much of their lives. It is about the daily stuff of life, about conflict
and love, familial relations, power relations and the inroads made by subjects who
seek alternative meanings by replacing those that are dominant with a repertoire
that fits with the reality of their existence. These characters represent the de
Certeauian concept of operational logic: they engage with the cultural aspects of
everyday life that make sense and are relevant and useful. Floaty Boy’s
knowledge is outside of the regulations of the school he finds boring. It is a
corporeal knowledge that connects him to the physicality of the seascape and
allows him the prospect of being active in the production of his identity, despite
his disability: Floaty Boy’s operational logic finds ways of making life
meaningful through practices that provide unique appeal and pleasure. These
practices are what de Certeau calls “wandering lines.”65 Floaty Boy’s ability to
float above the waves is a trajectory “composed with the vocabularies of
established language” and “subordinated to the prescribed syntactical forms,”
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“trace[s] out the ruses of the other interests and desires that are neither determined
nor captured by the systems in which they develop.”66
He waits for a lull, dives in and strikes out, winding under and over the
black skin of the water with that bastard stroke of his. Closing his eyes, he
recalls a wave idling in. He imagines it stretching before him, unraveling
on the brink of collapse. And there, within, is the splash of Sal’s laughter,
and the silence of Eddie’s flight, and the rap and pop of the Old Man’s
kiss, like he is lighting one smoke from another. And, at the end, there is
Adelaide, with absolute love in her voice. The boy floats high in the lineup. A wave idles in. ‘Finally’. The boy knows it will be perfect.
Within the genre of surfing fiction, The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks offers
a departure from the surfing ideal of freedom as one that exists regardless of class,
race, gender or disability. The Be Yourself. Naturally invoked in this text is one
that seeks out possibilities for challenging western ontology. The text is less
interested in any ‘natural’ form of freedom or being than in understanding the
countless ways in which people de-naturalise culture through their difference.
The text asks, what is the “ferocity of sharks”? What does it represent and how
does the fear implicit in this oceanic metaphor translate into modern culture,
incorporating its politics? Although the previously discussed mythologies of
nation expressed through the iconic forms of the larrikin or the hero can be read in
the characters, they do not sit easily or comfortably with the Old Man, Floaty Boy
or the Cronies. This is a text that explores what it means to be disenfranchised
without attaching to that condition a liberal humanist judgment of individual
choice. As an example of a surfing representation, it sits in stark contrast to the
Today Tonight current affairs segment discussed below which deals with nonconformity as a form of social deviance. The Mindless Ferocity of Sharks also

66

Ibid.

165

provides a very different account of surfing to that given by Fiona Capp in her
acclaimed autobiographical novel That Oceanic Feeling.67
Fiona Capp: That Oceanic Feeling
As discussed in Chapter One, women’s surfing is a burgeoning cultural
practice that, although distinctive in style, is still contained within surfing’s
patriarchal projections. Fiona Capp’s memoir That Oceanic Feeling in many
ways corroborates this view; however, Capp also grapples with the discourses she
speaks from and which constrain both her quest and its narration. Capp’s
narrative recounts her return to surfing following a twenty-year absence. Now a
middle-class mother of a small child, Capp’s quest is to surf “Corsair,” one of the
more dangerous waves on the Bass Strait peninsula in Victoria.
While receiving lessons from a male surfer, Capp contemplates surfing’s
absorption into mainstream since her absence and the loss of its “antiestablishment edginess,” recalling with fondness the meanings surrounding that
“edginess:” its “sense of rebellion, its defiant existentialism, its rejection of the
routines of mainstream life.”68 Caught up in the romantic memories of surfing’s
subcultural and countercultural projections, Capp attempts to deal with what she
sees as a ‘new’ surfing era as she simultaneously reassures herself that “the
essence of surfing had not changed” and that “the steps might have become more
flashy but the dance on the wave remained the same.”69
What reverberates in Capp’s narrative are the power structures that govern
patriarchal social relations. This is a surfing text that signals the gendering of
surfing as it also, implicitly, wrestles with the gendered nature of writing itself.
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For example, Capp looks at surfing in relation to other everyday practices and
concerns: surfing is imbricated with history, Australia’s current political climate,
the competitive impulse, and the personal politics that come from the “guilt” of
sending her small son to childcare so she could surf. “I was writing about surfing
and surfing to write” she explains, “but I could hardly expect anyone who saw me
dropping off my son at the crèche with my surfboard strapped to the car roof to
believe that I was ‘going to work’.”70
Capp writes her body into the narrative as she strives for the corporeal
perfection often sought by surfers: “I was conscious of a newly found looseness
in my body”, she states; “the extra flab was falling away, my flesh felt tight on my
bones.”71 Capp’s re-fits herself into an altered surfing culture that has now
become corporatised, and mainstream, and that lacks the memorialised edge of
soul surfing’s hippy influence. Her writing and her surfing interlink, both
contributing to the discursive construction of her subjectivity, both competing
with, and complicated by, the discourse of motherhood, which induces guilt. Her
writing and her surfing are awkward expressions of newness where the struggle of
trying to claim a secure boundary of self at times leaps from the page. Despite her
expressed freedom, Capp is clearly not ‘free’ in the sense of being free from
patriarchal constraints; her surfing and writing are organized around such
regulatory forces. She is, nonetheless white and middle-class and thus clearly has
more access to freedom, whether it be the freedom to “drop off her son” or the
freedom to write and publish her work.
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The notion of freedom runs through all surfing texts in one way or
another; for example, surfing as freedom from mainstream, surfing as freedom to
“be yourself,” the corporeal freedom ascribed to surfing, surfing as a liberating
force for creative expression and so on. Capp’s book is no exception. However,
Capp’s ideas about the freedom of surfing at times ambiguously reflect the
patriarchal discourse she is wrangling with. For example, freedom is identified in
her work as both the hallmark of the Enlightenment and the domain of the “noble
savage.” She notes the various articulations of Enlightenment freedom as
“freedom from arbitrary power, freedom of speech, freedom of trade, freedom to
make one’s way in the world, freedom from want, freedom from superstition and
fear”. Capp then claims, “in the first European impressions of surfing, we find a
perfect symbol of this longed-for freedom.”72 This idea is extrapolated from a
description in James Cook’s diaries of a Tahitian surfer who is scripted by Capp
in his pre-colonised state as “a picture of self-contained serenity - surfing is all
that matters.”73
This juxtaposition of western ideas of freedom and the Tahitian surfer is
rendered even more confusing by Capp’s lament for Australia’s current political
policies in relation to refugees. Capp notes the “mood of the country” and the use
of the epithets “illegal immigrants” and “queue jumpers” as opposed to what she
sees as the more dignified term, “boat people.” She acknowledges that the ocean
does not signify to all in the same way. However, she also implicitly claims that it
should:
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[A]s I drove down to the surf with the radio issuing regular reports
on the fate of the boat people, I could not but be aware of the vast
gulf between my relationship with the ocean and theirs; the gulf
between what I was free to do, and what was happening to them in their
small, often un-seaworthy vessels on the seas between Indonesia and
northern Australia, or locked up in bleak detention camps on the edge of
the Australian desert. I had always regarded going down to the sea as a
kind of secular baptism … [O]ther voices were now carried on the wind.
Like most Australians I could choose not to hear those voices. But the sea
is like the unconscious: it tosses up scraps of debris and memento mori
when we least expect it. The repressed inevitably returns. 74
Stuart Hall asks “what is it that is secured, put in place by the ways in
which we talk to ourselves about life, experience, emotions, new situations? What
is it, who is it that benefits?”75 The above reflections appear early in the narrative
and are illuminating in view of Hall’s questions. For what Capp does as she talks
about herself, her emotions and her experience, is to secure her own white race
privilege and that of “most Australians” who can “hear” or not, as they “choose,”
the voices of refugees. There is no interrogation in her well-meant sympathy as to
why there is a “gulf” between Capp’s freedom to surf, or as she expresses it in the
context of surfing mythology, “to be anointed in a secular baptism,” and the
denial of refugees to practice their own, perhaps more culturally relevant, rituals.
Nor is there an explanation as to how this “gulf” persists or what part her privilege
plays in its persistence. “What I was free to do” and “what was happening to
them” in this context represent the depoliticized musings of a radio listener on her
way to the surf, despite Capp’s intention to incorporate racial politics into her
narrative. The simplistic deployment of freedom in this text functions to temper
the writer’s politics - and by extension, the politics of writing: Capp is free, the
Tahitian surfer is free, “most Australians” are free, and the refugee is not free.
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Contemplating her choice to listen to the “other” voices, Capp consigns the
subjects of her pity to “scraps of debris,” to a “memento mori,”76 the returned,
repressed memories of death. In this milieu of freedom and choice, refugees are
scripted as powerless victims to the perpetuity of bondage who can only return as
the memories of death.
While attempting to address the racialised and gendered inequities that
structure patriarchal discourse, Capp’s endeavours remain ineffectual because she
does not acknowledge her advantaged position as a white female surfer and a
white female writer. The image of a woman driving a car on her way to the beach
juxtaposed with the scene of an un-seaworthy boat of displaced people structures
the text, but it is an image that goes nowhere because the tenet of white privilege of ‘freedom’- underpins this image. The opposition remains intact. Later, Capp
uses her freedom of choice to disengage herself from the media hype surrounding
the September 11 terrorist attacks in New York. Seeking refuge in the infamous
counter-cultural hamlet of Byron Bay, Capp says that all she wanted to do was
“head down to the coast, turn my back on ‘civilisation’ and paddle out to sea.”77
Capp’s refers to Freud throughout the book, both directly and indirectly.
zb I will not dwell on her use of Freud except to note Capp’s temptations to
explain surfing as a “primal struggle” of the ego or as a metaphor for maternal
nurture. As one reviewer puts it, surfing for Capp is “more than a hobby or sport;
it transcends a restless, primal need.”78 These articulations of the psychoanalytic
dimensions of surfing are familiar. I am more interested in the Freudian and
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religious allusions that inform the book’s title. Originally coined by French
writer, Romain Rolland, the “oceanic feeling” was a term described by Rolland in
correspondence to his friend, Sigmund Freud, as “a sensation of eternity, a
feeling as of something limitless, unbounded - as it were, ‘oceanic’.”79 Freud,
deferring to Rolland, stated, “if I have understood my friend rightly … it is a
feeling of indissoluble bond, of being one with the eternal world as a whole.”80
Freud suggests that the limitlessness associated with the concept of an “oceanic
feeling” exists in those whose ego has not separated itself off entirely from an
external world and whose connectivity to the world remains “all embracing.” He
continues, “the only question is whether it [the oceanic feeling] is being correctly
interpreted and whether it ought to be regarded as the fons et origo of the whole
need for religion.”81 Capp’s choice of this title for her book is significant. If the
“oceanic feeling” describes the feeling of surfing as that which has no perceptible
limits, no boundaries, and hence no conception of time and space, Capp’s
application of That Oceanic Feeling fits squarely into those commonplace
representations of surfing which mark it as beyond discourse, outside of
articulation that I discussed in relation to the Lockie Leonard series and that I will
elaborate further in my discussion of surfing’s self-representation. Surfing is a
religious experience in this context; to borrow from Freud’s description of the
oceanic feeling, it is experienced as a “primary ego-feeling that exists in many as
a counterpart to the “ego-feeling of maturity.” 82 “That Oceanic Feeling” is a
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descriptor for a pre Enlightenment state where mind and body are one entity and
where the “primary ego-feeling” overrides a yet to be discovered state of reason.83
Capp’s attempt to reframe surfing by both acknowledging and challenging
its dominant projections demonstrates many fractious moments. She is caught up,
for example, in surfing’s competitiveness in her quest to surf Corsair. Although
Capp is aware of the discourse of progress integral to surfing’s masculinist,
competitive impulse, she invokes Julia Kristeva’s notion of “monumental time”,
reminding herself through a walk in the sand with her small son that being a
mother had taught her “patience and the joys of idling.”84 The tension in this
surfing narrative is at times palpable as Capp seeks to juggle her conflicting
maternal role with a return to what is a highly competitive male pursuit. The
conflicting and sometimes competing moments in the narrative are attempts to
speak outside, or expand, the discursive constraints of writing, and to overcome
the gendered limitations of surfing culture’s demands for competitiveness. This
conflict is illustrated as Capp’s male surfing coach advises her that in addition to
keeping fit, a surfer will benefit from a “killer instinct”:
I shot him a quick glance. I knew what he was getting at, knew I
needed to be more assertive in the line-up. Jack made no concessions
for me in the water. If I was going to surf, I had to stand up for
myself. Even if we were the only two surfers out, I had to earn my
waves. He wanted me to harden up, to learn how to hassle and jostle
for position, how to claim a wave for myself. Because if I didn’t - if I
went on expecting the other surfers to be chivalrous and sharing - I’d
only get disillusioned and want to give up. Sure, in ideal conditions,
surfing was the antithesis of this kind of competitiveness. But most of
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the time, the conditions were not ideal….[I]n crowded conditions …
the principles of self-interest and rugged individualism usually won
out. The best and most aggressive surfers dominated the waves.85
(My emphasis)
Capp’s subject position is constituted by a patriarchal order; the discursive
regulations governing her return to surfing are the same as those that dictate her
narration of the event. In being forced to “claim a wave” for herself, Capp’s
counter-cultural reminiscences of the era of soul surfing are replaced by a
recognition of the cut-throat vying for waves endorsed by the “principles of selfinterest and rugged individualism” that have reinvented the corporate surfer as the
contemporary national figure. This recognition discloses her nostalgia for the
bygone era of opposition to the mainstream. It also undermines her claim that,
although times have changed, “the dance on the wave remained the same.”86
Capp’s return-to-surfing narrative demonstrates courage in its refusal to
disarticulate surfing from history, from politics, or from the political and historical
act of narration. Capp acknowledges the Kulin nation, the traditional owners of
the area surrounding the Yarra River. She historicises and politicises her quest by
writing Aboriginal people into the national geography in the telling of Dreaming
stories that speak of the creation of the tides through inundation caused by the
wayward spear of an Aboriginal boy imitating his elders.87 Also, as noted, there
are references to her abhorrence of the treatment of refugees. Overall, though,
there is a sense that this surfing narrative repeatedly re-presents the discourses it
attempts to challenge. Capp’s patriarchally defined position is clearly one that she
seeks to transcend. Early in the book she claims that the exclusivity of surfing
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that once showed hostility toward women had “largely evaporated.”88 And yet
she belies this view:
I remarked to a passing surfer who was heading for the stairs that
there wasn’t much action out there….The surfer looked a little
puzzled and then smiled forgivingly. After all, what could I be
expected to know? A woman approaching forty with a toddler in
tow.89
Because Capp engages only with selected aspects of the patriarchal discourses
that define her writing and her freedom to surf, That Oceanic Feeling mirrors the
very themes it seeks to examine. Race, gender and class, all explicit in the
narrative’s production, are left “hanging” as superfluous issues that “just are” as
Capp seeks to re-define herself as a forty year old white woman with a quest.
Capp attempts to make sense of surfing and to acknowledge injustice at a national
level and to reassess her own place in a Be Yourself. Naturally world. But without
acknowledgement of her privilege, she makes no intervention into gendered
relations of power because she reproduces the very discourses that position her.
In this autobiographical narrative, race, class and gender intersect and inform the
text in multitudinous ways, and, although explicitly referred to, paradoxically
remain peripheral because the conventions of publishing, and of mainstream
surfing, dictate the terms of the book’s production as a text that will appeal to a
mainstream readership. Following her receipt of the Nita B. Kibble Literary
Award for this book, Capp stated: “I was aware that I was writing for a general
audience, not for the average surfer, and there's no tradition of surfing writing,
apart from how-to's and biographies.” 90 Capp’s efforts to bring together surfing
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and politics and to contest the discourses that position her and structure her
writing, are hampered, I would argue, by the exigencies of publishing that
regulate her account of surfing appropriate to a “general audience” and decree it
worthy of public affirmation.
Today Tonight: The ‘deviance’ of surfing
An episode of Today Tonight provides another insight into the Be Yourself.
Naturally. idiom of surfing. In this text, the surfer in question is a white,
unemployed male whose ‘freedom’ to surf is marked by a resistance to conformity
rather than a position of privilege. Rather like the characters in The Mindless
Ferocity of Sharks, the surfer in this text lives to surf; however, unlike them, he
aspires to be a professional surfer. Despite this, he is positioned by the
programme’s representation of him as an unworthy and deviant citizen.
Today Tonight91 is a national current affairs programme produced for
commercial television. It exemplifies a generic form that depends largely upon
sensational and reactionary reporting. The genre is characterised by formulaic
segments, often about people who defy the status quo in some way, that are
interspersed with judgemental commentary, sensational images and an invitation
to the audience’s sense of social outrage. The intended audience is those who
feel disenfranchised or under–represented. They are referred to in discourses of
nationalism as “battlers” or “Aussie battlers.” The Aussie battler is an historical
icon who emerged in the writings of the nineteenth century to represent the
struggles of usually white working-class people. This genre relies on those who
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identify as battlers for its ratings. It speaks primarily to those working-class
people whose social identities are reinforced through programmes such as these
which suggest that their social status is valuable to the nation because they are
complying, however difficult this may be, with the principles of a work ethic,
regardless of their employment status. The work ethic, in its Weberian sense,
includes other behaviours that demand adherence to time, to certain domestic and
civic practices and to Christian values. Endorsing the battler myth of the
underdog allows viewers to associate and identify with a range of judgements on
perceived social and cultural differences that ‘deviate’ from a white normative
social body.
The selected Today Tonight’s exposé of ‘dole bludgers’92 is set on the
shores of Byron Bay, a beach resort on New South Wales’ north coast. Cultural
critic Craig McGregor describes Byron Bay as “a symbol of Australian beach
culture … the place to be.”93 In the early 1970s, it was a sleepy coastal town, but
it is now characterized by a thriving, ecologically motivated tourist industry and
an array of cottage industries. The edition of Today Tonight in question is a
response to a previous programme which ‘exposed’ three generations of surfer
Matt Shelman’s family, namely Matt, his mother and his grandmother, as
unworthy recipients of unemployment benefits. The selected, and appropriately
92
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outraged, respondent to the earlier programme is Cheryl, a thirty-four year old,
married mother of seven children who works three jobs outside the home and
whose husband is a fibreglasser who is said to work long hours for a local
swimming pool company.
The stage is duly set for an Aussie battler narrative which begins on the
shore of Byron Bay’s main beach on a sunny day. Cheryl, visibly cross,
confronts Matt at the water’s edge. He is emerging from the surf, grinning and
holding his surfboard. Cheryl angrily informs Matt “this is a Tuesday”. She asks
him, “Do you do this every day”? Matt’s witty retort, “nah, the waves aren’t
always this good” exacerbates Cheryl’s ire and sets up the textual framework for
the generic codes of current affairs ‘analysis’. Cheryl, glaring at Matt and
pointing her finger, says to him:
You treat this as a joke, it is not a joke, I am angry because I pay $500 a
week tax so you can be out here surfing, not just you, there’s a hell of a lot
of other people, and I’m paying for every one of you bastards out there to
enjoy yourselves.
Matt’s laughter and response to Cheryl’s diatribe, “Ah, cool, I’m a bastard,
so what?” is accompanied by surfing music overlaid on idyllic images of surfers
riding waves on sun-soaked oceans. Following this framing of the narrative, the
viewer is presented with ‘evidence’ of other welfare rorters in Byron Bay.
Statements from business people in the region who claim they cannot fill job
vacancies are used to corroborate this claim. At this point, the confrontation
between Matt and Cheryl is reinserted into the narrative as Cheryl extols to Matt
with a wagging of her finger the moral benefits of “contributing to society.” Matt,
subversively playing the role assigned to him in this predictable scenario, retorts
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that: “When I’m out there surfing, riding waves, I feel like I’m not wasting my
life. If I was out fucking doing some shitty job just to please people like you,
that’d be a waste of life, I reckon.” It is at this point that the principles of leisure
that have historically prescribed and defined the “lucky country”, (and continue
to), compete with the nationalist principle of a work ethic. The work ethic in this
context displaces the ideal of leisure represented in the previously cited Sun, Surf
and Sand video, Horne’s Lucky Country, David Wenham’s beach commentary
and Capp’s quest for the “perfect wave.” What is foregrounded instead is another
national sign informed by the Protestant work ethic: “a fair day’s work for a fair
day’s pay.” Cheryl is represented as hard-working, long-suffering, overweight,
anxious and working-class, having “not had a holiday for sixteen years.” She is
an upright, white citizen, a fully functioning member of the body politic, whose
claim to Australianness resides in her capacity to be both productive and
reproductive. Cheryl is a ‘good’ mother and a ‘good’ citizen; she does as she
should and has a right as a good citizen to ‘speak out’ about Matt. In contrast,
Matt represents other, competing national characteristics and myths: he is white,
young, healthy and masculine and a member of a cultural formation that is
sanctioned by many national and international corporations, by sporting
institutions and governmental bodies. He is part of the cultural landscape that
attracts tourism. And he evokes the myth of the “lucky country.” As a surfer,
Matt represents Australianness. But as an unemployed surfer, he is un-Australian.
Although surfing is represented here in subcultural terms, that is, as the
domain of the lazy or dysfunctional, it must be stressed that Matt is not operating
from a subcultural position. As I discussed in Chapter Two, social categories are
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problematic when subculture, counterculture and mainstream become blurred by
representations that disrupt attempts to neatly define cultural practices. Matt’s
voice of dissent is not the voice of the disenfranchised. Rather, he speaks from a
position of knowledge that indicates familiarity with discourses of choice - choice
not to be associated what he deems to be “a waste of life,” choice also to pursue
what he sees as a worthwhile and pleasurable daily practice. However, the
philosophical implications of being “naturally” himself as implied in the iced tea
advertisement are not merely grounded, I would argue, in the liberal humanist
ideals of freedom and choice.
Matt’s narrative position is also being constructed by the current affairs
generic framework. I read his response to this enforced positionality as being an
expression of agency that links his subjectivity to a politics of action. Matt’s
agency is not merely that which subverts or makes meaningful. It is the
possibility to effect a “temporary reversal,” although Matt’s actions are strategic
rather than tactical in the de Certeauian sense; he plays the game, but in the
process he is deliberately confrontational. He is clearly aware of the reaction he
is producing; in fact, his grinning indicates he is taking pleasure from it. What
Matt does is to seize control of the production of the text and to reposition
himself. Matt’s agency effects changes by destabilizing the narrative’s discursive
construction through actions that occur in particular a time/space schema (e.g. the
beach, a warm sunny day) and in a particular context (prime-time commercial
current affairs), within a particular narrative framework (unemployed surfer vs.
battler). By suggesting that what Cheryl does is a “waste of life,” Matt disrupts the
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organizing principles that structure the narrative. His agency is therefore a
political act that has political effects.
The discourse of morality governing the text decrees that Matt is doubly at
fault: firstly, for being unemployed, and secondly, more transgressively, in terms
of the narrative intentions, for exhibiting pleasure in that condition. Both incur
Cheryl’s wrath. As she states, she has not had a holiday in years. The moral
justification for her continuing hardship, in spite of her noting that welfare
payments would provide the same income as working does, can be attributed to
the ways in which she has been discursively positioned in this narrative; as stated,
she is a ‘good’ mother and ‘good’ citizen. She states: “I wanna work, I wanna
show to my kids that there is work out there. They won’t have to rely on the
government.”
As the narrative develops, Cheryl’s fury at Matt’s undeserving pleasure in
life increases. Still at the shoreline, she points her finger at him, asking: “Do you
just wanna do this [surfing] for the rest of your life and let the government support
you and me pay my taxes?” Matt, grinning at her, replies, “Be good if there was
another way,” to which Cheryl intones, “there is, get off your arse, get a job.”
Here, Matt, in a final gesture of insubordination to Cheryl’s patriarchally defined
authority, defiantly raises two fingers at her saying, “Yeah, but another way
without those two ways that you’re talkin’ about.”
Drawing to its closure, the formulaic codes of the genre are deployed to
respond to Matt’s audacity. Introduced are two other, more conventional youths
who are instructed to ascertain the difficulty in locating employment in Byron
Bay. This, of course, is admirably achieved as they find jobs in abundance and
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thereby render the recalcitrant surfer a “dole bludger.” The two ‘job-seekers’ are,
of course, already employed elsewhere. They are trained, confident and
competent in the skills required to obtain employment. Both have résumés and
are prepared to “pound the pavements.” Each attests to the ease with which a
dedicated job seeker will find work “if they try” in what the programme declares
is the “unemployment capital of Australia”.
The reader is made aware of the struggles of Cheryl; her role as a “battler”
is central to the narrative’s moral position. Matt’s struggles, however, are
silenced; he has been caught out enjoying life at the expense of the taxpayer. He
has therefore transgressed dominant discourses and he, and his family, must be
penalized by, at the very least, public humiliation. This will undoubtedly result in
further penalties, for example, surveillance by government bodies and possibly,
the cessation of monetary entitlement, despite the statement made by the President
of the Byron Bay Chamber of Commerce that local surfers provide an economic
attraction to the region.
The moral judgements in this text are made according to the narrative’s
construction of Cheryl’s industry and Matt’s ‘laziness.’ Derrida, speaking about
the play of difference produced by linguistic traces in texts, tells us “no element
can function as a sign without reference to another element which is not simply
present.”94 The semantic power of “laziness” has significant currency in
Australia. It refers to “another element,” indeed, to specific uses which cannot be
ignored. Laziness produces a state of moral panic because it is a colonial
stereotype often deployed to belittle, and to punish, Aboriginal people whose
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traditional cultural values do not adhere to western perceptions of time,
productivity, and the accumulation of land and wealth. To be “lazy” is to see the
world differently, to have an alternative perception of time and space to that
prescribed through an amorphous, yet powerful, status quo. Laziness therefore
signals difference; it also produces anxiety about the potential for disruption to
national cohesiveness. The task of Today Tonight is to control this potential by
masking the continual slippages and contradictions that threaten the narrative’s
logic. Closure, therefore, is paramount. A final, transcendental signifier will
obscure the competing chain of national signifiers, instating certainty and
overwriting any ambiguity. Derrida speaks of God as the ultimate logos in
western metaphysics. He tells us that “God is the name and the element of that
which makes possible an absolutely pure and absolutely self-present selfknowledge.”95 The “absolutely pure” knowledge of this text, as a modern morality
tale, is the final signifier inscribed at the text’s conclusion when the presenter of
this current affairs “exposé” of dole bludgers derides the “laziness” of its subject,
Matt Shelman, ridiculing him through a sarcastic reference to Genesis: “on the
seventh day he rested, and the sixth, and the fifth ....” Matt Shelman has incurred
the penalty of ridicule for transgressing dominant discourses and the conclusion
has sutured the text to the dominant discourses of Christian morality that impose a
work ethic.
Today Tonight evinces what Foucault terms the points of diffraction of
discourse.96 These are two seemingly disparate enunciations “situated at the same
level” which are, in fact, incompatible, yet derive from the “same rules” and
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identical conditions of appearance.97 Contributing to the points of diffraction
articulated through this work/leisure tension are many disparate signifiers:
Cheryl, the maternal, monogamous symbol of a cohesive, national citizenry, and
Matt, the undisciplined, carefree, white Australian masculine youth; the diligent,
productive, responsible mother and the irresponsible, unproductive, lazy surfer;
the authoritarian parental voice and the anti-authoritarian teenage rebel. These
points of discursive disparity undoubtedly derive from the same set of relations:
they signal the discordant elements of national identity.
Contrasting with the above representation of surfing, another television
representation of surfing culture appearing around the same time featured the
‘champion’ surfer as a signifier of respectability, nationalism and multicultural
success. Following receipt of the world title in the 26th Rip Curl Pro, an
international sporting event for professional surfers, Australian champion surfer
Mark Occhilupo appeared on national television98. During the interview,
Occhilupo referred to an earlier period of semi-retirement from surfing, claiming
to have “slept for a few years.” It was widely publicised that Occhilupo had
suffered a drug addiction. However, the allusion to idleness in this case was
received with laughter, taken as the joke was intended. Although represented
within different generic forms, Matt Shelman and Mark Occhilupo illustrate the
multiple ways in which similar ideological values can traverse disparate cultural
sites and still make meaning. Matt Shelman cannot be congratulated for his
prowess as a surfer because he is not being paid for representing national interests.
There is little doubt that, as a surfer in the Byron Bay area, he is promoting
97
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tourism in some way. He is also maintaining a fit, healthy body and his interest in
surfing and ambitions to be a pro surfer fit in with the ideal of individualism as
expressed in Be[ing]yourself. Naturally. Occhilupo’s success, on the other hand
deserves national recognition. He has acquired fame overseas and therefore is
worthy of public acclaim despite his ‘lapse.’ Occhilupo confirms the ideal of “the
lucky country” as a land of opportunity for migrants, and he does this without
publicly threatening or impairing the moral standards of dominant white culture.
On national television, the programme’s compere rewards his efforts with
resounding congratulation: “Mark Occhilupo, we’re proud of you!”
Representations of surfing as a worthy cultural practice vacillate from personal to
national, from non-communal to communal, non-competitive to competitive, from
pleasure to work, deviant to respectable, from subculture to mainstream, within
this representation of surfing as a white, middle-class, multicultural, national
success story. This type of representation is commonplace within the genre of a
variety show. Lacking the moral or didactic framework of current affairs, the
conventions here are to foreground and validate national achievement and to
interpellate through the familiarly positive aspects of national identity.
Occhilupo’s ‘idleness’ is forgiven and forgotten in light of achievements that
represent the nation. In opposition to Matt Shelman, Mark Occhilupo is
represented as a nationally successful, blond, fit, conforming, migrant whose
presentation as an “Australian Italian” masks the complexity of class and racial
boundaries in Australia. He is easily inserted into the ‘level playing field’ of
national signification as the compliant southern European migrant who has been
successfully assimilated into ‘mainstream’ white, Australian culture. As an
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Australian Italian, Occhilupo’s cultural background rates no further mention; for
all intents and purposes, he is Australian first because “Australia’s policy of
multiculturalism is intelligible only within a monocultural framework.”99
Creating an Identity: Surfing’s self-representation
Australia’s national connections with surfing are renowned outside of the
country, particularly by overseas surfers. American world champion surfer Kelly
Slater refers to the status of Australian surfing in his book Pipe Dreams,
acknowledging the prowess of Australian male surfers on the international circuit.
Slater describes Australia as a place where “everyone surfs and world champions
grow on trees.” 100 Australian surfer Murray Walding suggests that “everyone
should go surfing” and that “Australians at the beach is [sic] a really important
part of the way Australians act and react with one another.”101 He also states that
surfing has “drifted away from its roots” in Australia because of the emphasis on
multinational marketing by major surfing companies. Walding claims that the
image of the surfer is one of Australia’s most pervasive cultural exports.102 There
are conflicting views, though, as to precisely what this image is. It is one that
oscillates between the idealistic and the professional, the “back to nature” image
and the global preoccupations with competitiveness and marketing. In the early
1970s, the soul surfing movement discussed in Chapter Three reflected in many
ways the emergent social movements of that era. Australian surfer Wayne
Bartholomew recalls with nostalgia a time prior to the development of the modern
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board, the Malibu, which allowed more speed and opened up a “whole new way
of surfing.”103 “Even the Beatles went to find their guru, a lot of surfers did too,”
claims Bartholomew.104
Although Australian surfing has represented itself in many ways during
the past half century, overseas travel, discussed in Chapter Three, has been a
consistent aspect of its developing culture. As McTavish notes, referring to the
emerging professional surfing movement of the early 1970s, “what came out of
that was people who were prepared to look outside of Australia to develop
surfing. So where in the 60s it was an EH Holden and a trip to Taree, in the 70s, it
became, you know, a 707 and a trip to Hawaii.”105 The editorial in Riptide’s
recent special travel issue claims, “travel seems not just a way of having a good
time, but something that every self-respecting citizen should undertake, like a
high fibre diet, or a deodorant.”106 Travel during this period became widely
associated with the then current popular music and the hippy ideology of selfexpression and spiritual questing. Richards speaks of his first visit to Hawaii
which “had been kind of the Holy Grail of what you see in surfing movies,
magazines. Hawaii was just it; it was a place if you were a surfer you just had to
go.”107A yearning for some form of transcendent self came to be surfing culture’s
mainstay. Later, in the 1990s this began to be expressed through marketing.
The idea of Be Yourself. Naturally is one that is instantly recognizable in
the lexicon of surfing advertising. Earlier marketing strategies that sought to
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incorporate the notion of a search for self can be seen in the multinational
company Rip Curl’s 1990s advertising slogan, The Quest. Rip Curl’s marketing
manager, in promoting The Quest, described it as
This thing that they’re looking for when they want to disappear and go
surfing, and it’s not the same for everybody so we leave it a little bit open
and we don’t even try and explain it but everybody just wants to escape
and search for it. They just want to find whatever it is.108
This “thing”, or Quest of surfing’s pleasure is often expressed in elusive or
inarticulate terms, as in the euphoric cries of Lockie Leonard.

Its non-

articulation serves a range of purposes, not least of which is marketing; a “quest”
for something elusory gives expression to surfing’s more spiritual dimensions, its
“oceanic feeling”. The inexpressible “quest” implied in Rip Curl’s advertising
mystifies surfing, and augments the cult-ness of surfing, dovetailing with the
claim that “only a surfer knows the feeling”109, a “feeling” described elsewhere as
... a unique feeling surging up, overwhelming and flooding through
your entire being with spine tingling force, the greatest natural high on
earth, a moment so perfect, so infinitely pure, so achingly beautiful.110
The allusion to a transcendent state invoking inexpressible bliss, freedom, and
spirituality only experienced by surfers is supported by the idea that the feeling of
surfing is “something most of the world will never experience.”111 Surfing is
clearly an act that for most surfers provides immense pleasure. Surfer Andy
Irons, when asked, “Do you think that surfing is better than sex”, replied, “I gotta
say, when you’re getting spit out of a barrel, it’s like the biggest orgasm.”112 Sam
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George, author of Surfing, claims, “everyone wants to be a surfer” and that
“everyone is looking for what the surfer has - freedom.”113 George claims that
“society doesn’t really understand surfers,114 and that “the world is fascinated by
this eclectic subculture of men and women who have seemingly turned their backs
on society.”115
The multifarious myths that accrue around surfing include its selfrepresentation as a subculture. As I have argued, this is often a marketing
strategy. A recently launched surf-clothing label, Rhythm, is described as taking
its inspiration from a “time when surfing was still socially unacceptable.”116 The
magazine Underground Surf includes the caption F.U.N. on one of its front pages,
signalling “Follow Under Nobody”, 117 a phrase that is not too distant from
Lipton’s Be Yourself. Naturally. There is a disjunction in this common form of
representation within surfing publications, which are part of the multinational
machinery of capitalist production and consumption: the magazines are replete
with advertisements for expensive surfing paraphernalia and are dependent on
large publishing and media companies for their existence. Advertisements in
surfing magazines are largely about selling surfing style, its brand names and
other expensive accoutrements such as sunglasses, footwear and the like. As Luke
Short states, “there’s not much money in surfboards,”118 the only necessary
equipment for surfing. Surfing’s subcultural predilections, then, are also part of a
marketing strategy that promotes surfing as anti-authoritarian and outside of the
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mainstream. This representation also functions to corroborate the cultural
category of the “rebellious teenager.” Surfing’s links to the counterculture, as I
argued in Chapter Two, largely reflect the burgeoning environmentalism that
emerged in popular discourse in the 1970s. Again, this is a common connection
that is often represented in surfing magazines. As one surfer puts it, “as surfers,
we are the litmus paper, or the canary down the coal mine, whose job it is to alert
society to the fact that our oceans have been abused to the point where they pose a
threat to human health.”119 The competing referents of coal-mining and
environmentalism used to identify surfing in this statement attest to what I noted
in Chapter Two as surfing’s capacity to straddle a spectrum of representational
forms. The metaphor points to the contradictory situation of surfing with regard
to progressive politics: an image from an environmentally “unsound” practice
being used to assert the environmentalist aspect of surfing culture.
In his book Myths of Oz, cultural critic John Fiske states that “the surfer in
Australia has articulated and developed the most coherent and continuous
discourse of opposition to the dominant, and is unique amongst the subcultures of
youth.”120 He goes on to say that “despite efforts to commodify surfing culture, it
maintains its romantic position outside the dominant ideology.”121 Both
statements are somewhat contentious and should be read with an
acknowledgement of the time of their production in the late 1980s. The first
statement is common and, read in the context of its time, is not entirely invalid.
The Soul Surfing movement that is more than likely the referent for this claim
certainly proposed oppositional politics and was inspired by other contestatory
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discourses of that era. Also, it needs to be stated that even though surfing is big
business, this does not necessarily mean that all surfers are conformists, or that
what they do is an expression of conformity. Fiske’s second statement is
untenable, though, because it situates surfing, and its “romantic position,” as
being somehow external to the mainstream. It is not clear to me what Fiske
means by a “romantic position” but he seems to refer to surfers as a group that is
separate from other cultural groups by virtue of its opposition to mainstream
ideology. As my analysis in this chapter has demonstrated, surfing culture
produces both compliant and non-compliant bodies. While surfing to a large
degree is contained by and incorporated within international market forces, this
commodification is not absolute: within surfing’s discourses, there are spaces for
opposition. Although surfing’s “romantic position outside the dominant
ideology” is largely produced through the textual construction of a subcultural or
countercultural aesthetic, there are also surfers who are disenchanted with
mainstream surfing values, its competitive practices and its questionable ethos of
freedom. Mainstream surfing’s image is both marked by, and dependent upon,
the mechanisms of mainstream consumerist production and consumption. Within
surfing’s self-definition, then, there is a disjunction between the discursive and the
material conditions of its identity; this is safely occluded through surfing’s
textuality, its self-representation.
There is an imaginary element to surfing’s capacity to interpellate
subjects; that is, its power, through representation, to “hail” by means of the gap
between the textual and the material, at the point of creation where subject
positions can be imaginatively construed. This gap is a space of becoming, where
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identities can be visualised, dreamed of, tried on in the imagination, prior to their
material realisation or practical application. The space of becoming also acts as a
potentially disruptive force where strategic acts of appropriation can be visualised,
for example, in the affectation of identities.
I am drawing a problematic distinction between text and practice here,
given that all forms of identity involve a required degree of performance or
affectation in order to effect social coherence or indeed, resistance to this.
However, between the imagined construction of a performed identity and its
concrete realisation - in that space of becoming - are the conceptually rehearsed
points of self-constitution, the desires that effect identity’s corporeal ‘reality’.
Such desires are informed by discursive knowledges of self, group, gendered,
racialised or national identity. It is the concept of identity examined often in the
work of theorists who posit the idea that identity is formulated against its others.
Logically therefore, some knowledge of both states of being, that is, the “I” and
the “not I” is required for the performance of identity cohere so that the subject
may “pass” and enter into group membership. Knowledge about identities, real or
imagined, is implicated in power: the power to rehearse, effect and reproduce,
according to cultural knowledge and accessibility. Desired or imagined identities
are constructed within culturally defined spaces, known and knowable spaces of
ritual, habit, practice that mark the boundaries of specific cultural groups or
communities.
The axiom Be Yourself. Naturally speaks to surfers and beach-goers in a
variety of ways and can be located in surfing narratives and surfing’s ideology. In
the Lipton’s advertisement, it speaks explicitly as a slogan for selling iced tea,
191

interpellating subjects to read its familiar cultural codes. In the other texts I have
examined, this tenet resides more implicitly, invoking ontological states of being
that are grounded in a range of expressions of freedom. As a liberal humanist
ideal, Be Yourself. Naturally complements mainstream surfing’s racialised and
gendered orientations. It provides a foundation for surfing’s connection to nation
through white masculinities that are expressed in many ways in surfing culture,
not least of which are misogyny and violence. In Chapter Five, I bring into
sharper focus the links between surfing, nation and masculinity by examining the
gendering of surfing culture.
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Chapter Five: Performing masculinity, performing nation
Introduction
The theme of surfing’s heterosexual masculinity has been implicit in
much of my discussion on surfing culture thus far. In Chapter Five, I want to
draw out some of the specificities of surfing masculinity in order to explicate
further its connection to nation. White masculinity as an organising force of
culture is both dominant and unstable. Surfing culture, like many cultural
formations, exhibits a range of expressions of masculinity, including violence. I
explore in this chapter the contention that white Australian masculinity has a
distinct historical connection with violence and misogyny and that mainstream
surfing culture is one of the many formations that sustain this link. Although the
early Soul Surfing movement of the 1960s and 70s saw surfing culture reflect
some of the values inherent in the hippy ethos of the peace movement,
contemporary mainstream surfing culture is in many ways aggressive, both in its
competitiveness and its marketing. The rise of the phenomenon of “surf rage,”
the violent depictions in surfing films, and the frequent instances of misogynistic
representations in surfing texts attest to this.
Needless to say, I am not making a universalising claim that all surfers
are violent or, indeed, that surfing culture’s most notable characteristic is
violence. But I am interested in exploring the connections between surfing,
masculinity and violence because, as I will show, they are prevalent in a range of
representations that depict surfing culture. Chapter Five raises the question of
what constitutes masculinity within surfie culture; in other words, it asks, what
identifies masculinity in surfing culture as distinctive from other expressions of
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masculinity? Are there certain principles around which surfing culture expresses
this distinctiveness? Or does surfing culture exhibit different expressions of
masculinity that can be identified in relation to class, age or race? Are there
different types of masculinity that can be identified in relation to the categories
subculture, counterculture and mainstream, or are there other, more discernible
factors that give expression to surfing masculinity? It seems that the
representations of surfing discussed in the previous chapter, while indicative of
gender construction within a patriarchal order, also suggest that constructions of
masculinity as they relate to surfing are perhaps more complex than they first
appear. I refer to my discussion of patriarchy in Chapter Two and restate my
contention that violence and misogyny are both effects of this discourse, and also
indicators of its instability.
I begin by investigating Michael Blakemore’s film, A Personal
History of the Australian Surf: Being the Confessions of a Straight Poofter.1
Blakemore’s film is useful here because it does not fall into the category of
surfing films or surfing videos but deals specifically with surfing and masculinity
in a multi-generic autobiographical narration that dramatises Blakemore’s
childhood through a form of documentary. The film depicts Blakemore’s fraught
relationship with his father and their mutual love of the beach and surfing. In this
“personal history” of the troubled emergence of masculine identity experienced by
Blakemore, it is suggested that the beach and surfing act as a panacea for
adolescent angst and father/son friction. Blakemore’s fragile sense of masculinity
and its restoration through the beach and surfing projects the instability of
11
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masculinity and the ways in which surfing, as a national icon, can speak to males
who may not fit into what are considered dominant masculinities. This film
brings into focus the idea of masculinity as a performance. It notes that there are
cultural knowledges required in order to enact this performance. There are males
who relate to surfing culture, who consume surfing texts and identify to some
degree with surfing culture, but do not surf. As an example, I discuss the instance
of surfing performance as carried out by the accused Port Arthur massacre
perpetrator, Martin Bryant. Bryant’s posturing exemplifies the power of surfing
texts, and their capacity to interpellate, as though acknowledging the desire to
belong, or the need to associate with some kind of group identity. While there is
perhaps little common ground between Blakemore and Bryant, it is reasonable to
suggest that both saw surfing as a means for expressing masculinity. As surfers,
or performers, representations of Blakemore and Bryant depict men who, despite
different class backgrounds and vastly different lives, did not fit easily into the
range of masculine types that are prescribed within patriarchal discourses.
I use Blakemore and Bryant as points of contrast in this chapter,
noting that while Bryant’s actions at Port Arthur were violent in the extreme,
representations of him invariably showed him to be ‘un-masculine,’ presumably
to attempt to dissociate him from normative masculinity. I am interested in what
the performance of a surfie would offer Bryant, who, according to many who
knew him, was shy and lonely. Similarly, Michael Blakemore provides a
counterpoint to surfing’s expressions of violence and situates surfing as a practice
that is conceived of differently in relation to class privilege. Both these examples
will serve to tease out the complexity of surfing’s masculine dimensions.
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Australian champion surfer Nat Young’s text Surf Rage refers to the
anger expressed by surfers towards each other, usually over territory and the
perceived ‘ownership’ of a particular “wave.” This has often resulted in violence,
in some cases extreme violence. In Australia, the practice of surf rage has
generated, I would argue, minimal public interest. Although denounced by many
in the surfing community, like its counterpart, “road rage,” it continues to
manifest. Surf rage is a gendered practice that has a distinct connection to surfing
masculinities. Young’s account, generated by his own experience of surf rage,
provides an insight into the connection between surfing and violence that has
manifested in conjunction with the professionalisation of surfing.
Chapter Five also looks at the Australian film Blackrock that provides,
within the generic constraints of a feature film, a critique of surfing culture’s
violent projections. Blackrock offers an alarming representation of misogyny as a
feature of the mateship associated with surfing culture in Australia. This film
both confirms and critiques the misogyny of much surfing culture and provides
important points of contrast with Surf Rage. Where Nat Young’s account of “surf
rage” tends towards the idea that surfers who are “violent by nature” will always
be violent.2 Blackrock incorporates an implicit investigation into the structure
and construction of white masculinities. The film raises questions about gender
construction as opposed to providing correctives for what is perceived as antisocial behaviour. In addition I refer to the 1981 feature film, Puberty Blues whose
relevance to this chapter lies in its canonical status as a mainstream surfing film,
and its fierce critique of surfing masculinity. While much of this film’s potential
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for critique is apparent, it needs to be considered in its historical content as a
formative expression of the misogyny and sexism that continues to structure
mainstream surfing. Puberty Blues is also of interest because it depicts surfing as
an exclusively subcultural movement, that is, as a cultural formation that is
“deviant” or non-conforming. It therefore allows further illustration of the points
I made in Chapter Two, specifically concerning the intersections between
subculture and counterculture, and the difficulties posed by class analysis as they
relate, in this instance, to the geographical divisions of Sydney’s surfing
community. Puberty Blues also gives particular insight into surfing masculinity
and the construction of surfing culture’s patriarchally defined ‘femininity.’
Performing Surfing Masculinity:
Michael Blakemore’s A Personal History of the Australian Surf,
subtitled, Being the Confessions of a Straight Poofter, is an AFI production
described on the back cover as an “autobiographical portrait by the distinguished
theatre director Michael Blakemore,” in which he celebrates “the mystery of
childhood and Australian beach culture.” Blakemore’s film illustrates, both
through dramatisation and narration, his fraught relationship with his father. This
autobiography is narrated within spatial and temporal shifts that put together a recreated ‘past.’ These are interspersed with scenes of the ‘present.’ Actors play
the part of Blakemore as a child and an adolescent. Blakemore acts as himself in
the present and also takes the role of his father in the past. This shuffling round of
characters, and the unconventional ordering of time and space, impact on the
film’s potential to be read as a coherent autobiographical narrative. For example,
time and space become blurred; the viewer is transported backwards and forwards
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as Blakemore narrates in the present his life in the past, using actors to construct
himself and using himself to ‘act’ as himself and his father. The camera reflects
these temporal and spatial shifts that occur throughout the film by alternating
between black and white and colour scenes. Secondly, and most illuminating in
view of the intended message, the film’s application of technology serves to blur
not only notions of time and space, of the real and unreal, but also to disrupt any
cohesive idea about who Blakemore is. In this way, the film corroborates the idea
of identity as that which is a constant state of process. Shifts in temporality and
spatiality also function to intensify and undermine the film’s central theme:
Blakemore’s search for masculine identity through the beach and surfing.
Patriarchal genealogies are simultaneously reinforced and exposed as fragile, as
Blakemore and the actors who play him attempt to construct the beach as a site
where father/son connectivity may be re-established. Interspersed with early
newsreel footage, the film is an endorsement of, and testament to, surfing’s
potential for generating masculine subjectivities. Blakemore’s struggle with his
masculinity began early, as he recalls:
when I was six my father gave me a birthday present I certainly hadn’t
requested: a pair of boxing gloves, or rather two pairs of boxing
gloves. I and my best friend Dave could thump each other under his
direction, but my heart was elsewhere.
At this point, the viewer can only guess what Blakemore means by the ambiguous
“elsewhere.” Blakemore’s childhood in the affluent Sydney suburb Rose Bay is
recreated through a collage of black and white images of reconstructed history,
while his ‘present’ interrupts his ‘past’ through the contemporary coloured vista
of Sydney’s eastern suburbs. Blakemore’s father is a medical doctor who has
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aspirations for his son to become the same. His mother is rarely mentioned
throughout the film, except in one scene at the beginning of the film which frames
their relationship and posits its threat to the stability of the familial paternal order:
One evening my father returned from his practice to find my
mother at the piano playing ‘You are my Lucky Star’ from the
Broadway Melody of 1936. This was an accompaniment to a
modern dance I was improvising over by the standard lamp.
Nothing was said. He simply left the room. But I knew he hadn’t
liked what he saw. The long struggle between us was on.
In this re-enactment, the young Blakemore’s enthusiasm for theatricality, and his
connection with this through his mother, sets up the narrative of oedipal
disconnection necessary for the film’s narrative of masculine becoming. The
connection between mother and son is displaced by the film’s subsequent focus on
father and son and the instatement of the beach as the site of patriarchal
dominance; Blakemore ‘becomes a man’ by developing his father’s love of the
beach and surfing. The audience is taken on a journey into Blakemore’s
childhood as he rides in a 1930s Plymouth Coupe through a black and white vista
of Sydney’s eastern suburbs on the way to the beach. Blakemore recalls his tonedeaf father tunelessly whistling a Brahms melody he describes as “appropriate
music … for an approach to the Pacific Ocean.” At the point of entry into Bondi
Beach, Blakemore senior’s whistling merges into an orchestral version of the
same Brahms piece, while the camera pans across what is now the colourful,
contemporary vista of Bondi Beach. On arrival at the beach, the young
Blakemore sits playing in the sand while Blakemore senior (played by Michael
Blakemore) runs towards the surf with his board under his arm and plunges into
the ocean. At this point Blakemore junior metaphorically morphs into his father.
The camera moves to the hands of a young Blakemore as they sift sand through
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his small fingers, which are magically transformed into the larger adult hands of
the narrator. This movement of bodies, time and space, is used throughout the
film to suggest the ‘natural’ transformative processes of boyhood to manhood. As
Blakemore ‘becomes’ his father in this symbolic representation, he assumes the
phallic status reserved for males through one of the primary phallocentric sites of
nation: the beach. The beach in this film is the site of masculine induction, a
place of truce between father and son where Blakemore’s oedipal connection with
his mother is displaced. The beach signifies the ground on which identities –
gendered, racial, sexual, and national - are formed. The beach also symbolises
neutrality, the iconic level playing field where paternal and patriarchal order are
restored, differences smoothed out and the transgression of a theatrical
performance by the standard lamp with a woman can be at least forgiven, if not
forgotten. As Blakemore says, “at seven, I was not in a strong position to fight
back and there were areas where we came to terms. One of these was the
Australian surf.”
Blakemore reflects on his Sunday morning compulsory swimming
lessons at the local baths. Again, through the lens of re-creation, a young
Blakemore is filmed sitting on the wooden sidings of the baths following a
swimming and diving lesson, in which, he recalls, “no fear or panic would be
countenanced.” More fearful than the lesson, though, was the spectacle of male
nudity. Illustrated by actors, the scene is recaptured as Blakemore recalls
the ordeal of moving among naked hairy men with fearsome genitals.
Until nine o’clock the baths were an all male preserve. They sunned
themselves against the dressing sheds like basking sea lions, then a
bell rang, costumes were donned and the ladies were permitted to
enter.
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The viewer is privy here to a black and white re-presentation of the self-assured
bodies that Michael feared, bodies that are represented as proud and comfortable,
displaying their physicality to younger males during the male-only bathing time.
Other than the reference to “the ordeal,” this homosocial gathering at the baths
produces no commentary or discussion. In these memories of pre-war orderliness
where gender distinctions and demarcations appear absolute, the viewer gets the
sense that this is just how things were. This situates the narrative within a
discourse of nostalgia that implies social orderliness was maintained through
certain gendered rituals and practices. Blakemore’s reference to “the ordeal” and
the “fearsome genitals”, although clearly the basis for anxiety, becomes
naturalised in this retrospective telling as do the father/son tensions; they become
the ‘normal’ stuff of adolescence. The compliant viewer is already positioned to
know that surfing will placate Blakemore’s gender anxiety and contribute to his
production as a masculine Australian subject.
Remembering the family’s annual holidays to Bawley Point on the
New South Wales South Coast, Blakemore invokes the beach as a site of peace,
where father/son angst can be temporarily suspended while some of the attributes
of masculinity are established through swimming or fishing. Bawley Point,
recalls Blakemore, was an “annual Christmas truce in the continuing war between
me and my father.” Recollections of Bawley Point take the form of fictional
recounting as Blakemore moves into the realm of fantasy and desire:
Childhood attempts to mythologise the landscape, these ancient cliffs
and beaches that continue forever around Australia, a coast as
beautiful as it was blank of history. I wanted to people the landscape
as the coasts of Europe had been peopled with pirates, smugglers and
buccaneers …
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Here, Blakemore’s recollections of boyhood can be conceptualised within a
mythology that is comfortably white and masculine. There is no ambiguity here,
no fears, no history, just the desire to create a mythical past that could be likened
to the mythological European battles found in “boys’ own” magazines. Other
histories are erased as the coastal histories are “blank[ed]” out and re-peopled
with the literary evildoers of fantasy fiction, the imaginary and fictional simplicity
of “pirates,” “smugglers,” and “buccaneers.”
Blakemore’s ahistorical fantasies of Australia’s coastline then turn to
the history of surfing which, he claims is
something which the Southern Hemisphere had virtually invented,
something of our own which we didn’t owe to Europe or America and
perhaps it was because of this I found I was never to be more at ease
with my country, content with it, happy to proclaim it, than when I
was on an Australian beach.
Nationalism is now firmly established as a core element of the film’s intended
message and irrevocably connected to the beach and surfing. The ‘true’ origins of
surfing are scripted as indigenous to the “Southern Hemisphere,” with no
acknowledgement to its origins in the Pacific Islands. Surfing’s authentic roots
are therefore up for grabs and Blakemore claims surfing as “our own.” Despite
his established connection to nation, Blakemore remains uneasy about his
gendered subjectivity. At thirteen, and imbued with the cultural significance of
the Australian beach as a trope for national pride, thirteen-year-old Blakemore
attempts to locate himself in the atmosphere of a private boys school where the
dictates of masculine identity are still steeped in a British colonial past:
Back at school I soon realised I had an ace up my sleeve. It had to be
conceded even by the fittest, the most brutal centre-forward, that I was
good in the water. Admittedly, it was a holiday activity, admittedly, it had
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little to do with team spirit or competition, but the surf still had a glamour,
a particularity in Australian life which none of the other sports enjoyed.
It is questionable whether Blakemore’s peers were aware of his ocean
competence, given that swimming was not yet introduced as a sport in Australian
schools and, by Blakemore’s own admission, holidays were spent with his family.
It is also unlikely that, had his proficiency in the water been noted, it would have
been recognised as comparable to football in terms of its status as a masculine
sport. As he notes, water sports are activities usually enjoyed (at that time) on
holidays. Although gaining momentum in Australia during the early to midtwentieth century, surfing and swimming were regarded during the 1930s and
1940s with suspicion, as not ‘real’ sports because, as Blakemore recognises, they
were not team sports. It is also likely that as activities associated with holidays,
leisure and pleasure, individual water sports attracted some suspicion; even
though national identity was being reconstructed as outdoorsy and leisureoriented, the beach lifestyle, during Blakemore’s adolescence, was not yet firmly
established in the national landscape. Blakemore’s private school days took place
at a time when the colonial legacy of private schools focussed on rugby as a
means of instilling masculinity. Private schools for boys in Australia had for
decades followed the British tradition of training students in a type of masculinity
that helped to inculcate national fervour. As Brad Cooper notes, the English
Public School ethos was transported, and a form of “muscular Christianity”
became the model for a boy’s development, symbolising strength, endeavour and
character.3 “Team spirit” and “competition” were paramount attributes for males,
3
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not least because the project of nation building was earnestly being promoted and
one of the central characteristics of Australian masculinity was - and is - an
interest in team sports. Blakemore’s “ace up [his] sleeve,” would have been
inconsequential when compared with the prowess of “the most brutal centreforward.” The aim of the narrative is to produce, through a selective re-creation,
the viewers’ recognition and empathy with Blakemore’s adolescent trials. The
creative force of distorted memory is necessary, therefore, to the
comprehensibility of Blakemore’s narration. For example, the perceived
“glamour” of surfing would not be something recognised in private boys’ schools
at that time; mainstream perceptions of its “glamour” came much later, in the
1960s and 1970s when surfing culture in the United States acquired popularity.
Any “glamour” associated with the beach in Australia during Blakemore’s
adolescence was attributed to lifesavers, the perceived heroic volunteers who
policed the ocean and enforced beach protocol. However, Blakemore is really not
talking about the surf or water sports per se. He is arguing for a type of
masculinity that can be found outside the private schoolboy’s frames of reference.
It is conceivable that the anguish of not fitting in at school is displaced by this
distorted memory.
The manipulation of memory is a feature of any autobiographical
narration. It inspires the narrative, creates meaning, corroborates the narrator’s
intent and positions the reader. Memory can function to intensify or blur a
particular narrative event. For example, Blakemore’s awkward subject position as
a youth is demonstrated through his narration but the dominant message of the
film is that the beach and surfing have sufficient recuperative and restorative
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power to override the anguish of adolescent dislocation. Blakemore refers to the
acne and awkwardness of his youth, recalling, “I was among the walking
wounded. Then I returned to the beach and it was to prove the one link with
innocence that hadn’t snapped.” These memories are clearly indicative of a
troubled time. However, Blakemore subsumes these memories as he describes
with religious fervour the cleansing qualities of the beach and its capacity to heal:
The sun’s rays dispersed the angst and clothed my bony awkwardness in a
glowing tan. The sea not only scrubbed me clean but became a focus for
all that troubled vitality… in gratitude, every summer holiday, thereafter, I
was to give myself to it entirely. By nine o’clock in the morning, I would
be down here at Bondi beach moving back and forth ‘til mid afternoon
between the chill of the water and the knockout languor of the sand.
Blakemore invests in the beach the power to replace his awkward and troubled
self with a more desirable, national, self. The viewer recognises the referents
used: the glowing tan, Bondi Beach, the languor of the sand and so on, and
attention is shifted from Michael’s vexed adolescence to the promise of a national
identity inscribed in Bondi’s famous, iconic status. The “scrubbing” afforded by
the waves is reminiscent of Fiona Capp’s “oceanic feeling” where subjects give
themselves up to the sea’s curative powers of transcendence and are ‘cleansed’
anew in Capp’s “secular baptism.” Surfing’s spiritual dimensions are echoed by
Blakemore’s description of his father’s surfboard, described as
the original kind, solid wood, varnished and as substantial as a Church
door. With him balancing its considerable weight carefully on one
shoulder we would trot across the parade to the beach. I would be left
to play by myself on the shore while he went out to catch himself a
few waves. And here began that dialogue with the fine white sand at
Bondi, which, with various changes of subjects through sandcastles to
girls, was to be maintained through my growing up.
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Christianity’s narrative of cross-bearing echoes in the imagery of the heavy
Church-door surfboard. Blakemore’s father is transformed from an authoritarian
patriarch to a Christ figure about to be anointed in the ritual provided through the
ocean’s cleansing and healing powers. The young Blakemore, playing on the
white sand, memorises the ritual, the precise way of carrying the board and the
“trot” towards the ocean, making sense of it for future reference when he can
invoke it to re-tell his memories of
one crystalline morning when nothing seemed more beautiful than
the look, the sound, the smell of the green and white Pacific. I
launched my board on to that swaying transparency, paddled it
over the rainbow spray and the bucking waves singing
“Shenandoah” at the top of my voice and certain that there was
nothing anywhere else in the world that could match this for joy.
Blakemore is clearly a surfer whose masculinity does not comply with a
mainstream surfing image; it could be contended that few male surfers sing
“Shenandoah” in the line-up! There is also a use of language that betrays
Blakemore’s class position. It can be assumed that although Blakemore loved to
surf, he did not belong to a group. Nonetheless, while not fitting into mainstream
models of heterosexual masculinity and not aspiring to the middle-class
masculinity associated with a career in medicine, Blakemore’s quest for a
validated masculine identity begins and ends with surfing. The beach and surfing,
he says, provide “benefits other than the increasing amity between father and
son.” Here, the camera pans to a contemporary scene of topless women lying on
the beach. Blakemore tells the viewer that he was “learning at an early age where
my sexual orientation lay.” “And so,” he quips, “the straight poofter was born.”
The title of this film is perhaps intended to draw attention to the
fragility of heterosexual masculinities. However, it does much more than this.
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Although there is a dominant message that encodes surfing as a restorative for
frail masculine identities, the film’s title, A Personal History of the Australian
Surf: The Confessions of a Straight Poofter brings together the personal and the
national, positioning them through the subtitle in a non-heterosexual context. And
even though Blakemore’s “conversion” appears to take place through his
recognition of, and acquiescence to, the patriarchal order established on the beach,
what he marks in the film’s title is the potential for unsettling that order through
pursuits such as film and theatre, which were to become his life’s work. The title
therefore, represents a significantly powerful intervention into the connection
between nation, surfing and heterosexual masculinity, an intervention that, I
would argue, is not expanded in the film’s content, where surfing is privileged as
a curative for uncertain national bodies.
Blakemore’s film provides interesting insights into the use of memory
as a narrating device, its centrality to narrative construction, and its use in the
attempt to establish a masculine identity that sits comfortably – or appears to with the precepts of national identity. As a middle-class male interested in theatre
and performance, Blakemore represents surfing less in terms of its attributes
within a collective practice, for example, camaraderie, group travel, mateship and
so on, and more as an individual pursuit that promises certain rewards. To say “I
am a surfer” often implies a connection to a group. In Blakemore’s case, he
makes no reference to surfing culture but makes distinct links with the beach’s
ability to provide for him a sense of masculine and national identification,
although, as stated, these are undercut to some degree by the potential for critique.
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Judith Butler speaks of the “compulsory performances” that subjects
are “forced to negotiate,” postures that require “anxious iteration in order to effect
gendered identities.”4 In 1996, immediately following what has come to be
known as the Port Arthur Massacre,5 media reports made reference to the surfing
identity of the accused perpetrator, Martin Bryant. I will not go into detail about
this event except to note, as it relates to my thesis overall, and specifically to my
examination of the production of masculinity and national identity, that this event
was heralded as “the worst massacre in Australia’s history”,6 a view supported by
the then Tasmania Premier, Tony Rundle, who stated that “other massacres in
Australian history would pale into insignificance.”7 Martin Bryant was referred to
in media reports variously as a “surfie type” or a “surfie-looking” type,8 despite
repudiation by the mainstream surfing community.9 His posturing as a surfer was
frequently reported following the shootings. The surfing magazine Underground
Surf ran an article entitled “Anger is an Energy: Issues that Anger Surfers” stating
that Bryant was often seen around the beaches of Tasmania wearing surfie clothes
and driving a Volvo with a surfboard on top. The article claimed that “it was an
4
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image he was careful to cultivate - the beach-blonde [sic] shoulder-length hair, the
fashion label beach wear and surfboard ever present on the roof of his car.”10
The surfing fraternity was at pains to distance itself from Bryant, who,
they claimed, “never ventured into the surf.”11 During the media frenzy that
followed the Port Arthur massacre, it was claimed that Bryant’s surfboard was
bolted to the roof of his Volvo. What is of interest here is not Bryant’s posturing
per se; rather, it is the interpellative power of surfing culture and its associated
texts that allowed Bryant to perform masculinity through his knowledge of its
requisites. Media accounts of Bryant frequently referred to his social ineptitude,
his “low I.Q.” and his strange behaviour. His psychiatric assessment revealed “He
functions in the borderline range between intellectual disability and the dull
normal individual.”12 This representation of Bryant was to be expected, given the
discourses that informed most media representations; there was much at stake in
projecting him as abnormal.
Bryant was quoted as saying “I am very lonely. It’s awful to be lonely and
to have no-one.”13 This is significant in the context of his posturing as a member
of a recognised and nationally valorised cultural group such as mainstream
surfing. It is reasonable to suggest he viewed surfing culture as being able to
provide a group identity whereby he could pass and acquire a sense of belonging
in lieu of his dislocation and loneliness. Bryant’s relationship with surfing culture
can be construed as imaginary, a performance regulated by specific knowledges of
how to present himself, to look cool, to affect an image that would impart a sense

10

Ibid.
Ibid.
12
Psychiatric Report: http://www.theage.com/au/special/bryant/p1.htm
13
Sydney Morning Herald, 30 April, 1996, p.1
11

209

of belonging or, in Lacanian terms, “an essential libidinal relationship with the
body image.”14 Despite its origins in perceived lack, Bryant’s performance as a
member of surfie culture was implicated in power and knowledge. His agency as
a social subject enabled him to negotiate the power/knowledge nexus through
consumption of the texts and intertextual references associated with surfing, if
not, indeed, with its practices. It was this knowledge that enabled him to pass as a
surfer.
Martin Bryant’s performance as a surfer can be read as the desire to
“fit in” in much the same way as Blakemore’s performance, regardless of whether
Bryant actually surfed or not. Surfing culture, as demonstrated, interpellates
subject positions through its texts. It calls subjects into being through
representational codes that signify the possibility of belonging. For one who
experiences loneliness as Bryant evidently did, posturing as a surfer allowed him
the appearance of a group identity. It allowed him to belong to a male group. As
discussed in the previous chapter, surfing texts have significant interpellative
resonance for young males who may see themselves as socially inept or
disenfranchised. Surfing texts speak about aptitude, prowess, masculinity,
mateship and camaraderie. They beckon at the level of national mythologies and
promise membership, ‘coolness’ and heterosexual gratification. However, despite
the interpellative power of these texts, posing as a surfer could only be efficacious
for Martin Bryant if his physical appearance gave him some degree of
recognisable credibility. So the appearance of a surfie needed to be displayed
through dress, stance, apparel and so on, which, according to reports at the time, it
14
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was. His passing was only decried after the massacre when any affiliation with
the surfing fraternity was deemed an embarrassment in the face of what was
regarded as a national disaster.
Bryant’s posturing can be read as a form of drag, drawing on Butler’s
definition that “drag does not have to do with the proliferation of genders … but
rather with the exposure or failure of heterosexual regimes ever fully to legislate
or contain their own ideals.”15 In queering the image of the surfer, Bryant’s
passing posits a subversion of the white masculine discourses that inform surfie
culture. If, to re-cite Butler, drag is capable of exposing the inability of
heterosexual regimes to self-regulate, Bryant became the manifestation of this
exposure and thus incurred penalties. These were applied by the media and the
community at large. One particular image of Bryant, which was frequently used,
depicted his blonde curly-locked head cocked to one side in a posture of
coquettishness and submission. His ‘feminisation’ was authorised through the
repetitive use of this image. It was further bolstered by repeated representations
of Bryant as timid and socially inept, suggesting, ironically, that he lacked the
aggressiveness required to conform to an acceptable model of masculinity. This
tension in representation demanded that his violence be scripted as excessive, a
trait associated with the emotional, or the patriarchal feminine.
Subjects who do not comply with dominant active models of
patriarchal masculinity are, like Bryant, often prone to ridicule. Foucault reminds
us in Discipline and Punish that there are risks in transgressing a dominant order
or regime of power. One of the more subtle penalties imposed for non-
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compliance with societal norms is ridicule. Contemptuous rhetoric was directed
at Bryant, described as the “pseudo-surfer, the imposter, the guy who sits on the
beach...with his mum.”16 It is likely that the mainstream media’s feminisation of
Bryant contributed to the surfing fraternity’s desire to distance itself from him. In
other words, I would suggest that it wasn’t only the violence he was accused of
that induced the surfing body’s dissociation; it was the reporting of this violence
as irrational and horrific.17 Bryant’s violence was represented as outside of any
framework of comprehensibility. Depicted as feminine, shy, mentally impaired
and socially inept, he exceeded the limits of white surfing’s heterosexual
identification.
For surfing culture, Bryant represented a potential destabiliser of
surfing identity and consequently a threat to the nationalist discourses associated
with mainstream surfing. “The hoax highway surfer”18 became the epitome of the
violence from which surfing culture sought to disassociate itself. Even though
many surfing films exhibit explicit violence towards women, Bryant’s actions
were disarticulated from their representational potential within the surfing body as
the actions of a ‘psycho’, “that Port Arthur loser.”19
What is important to note here is that in order to effect the identity of
a surfer, whatever Bryant’s motivations - and on this one can only speculate Bryant required some knowledge of the requisites of the performance. He was
blond and squat in stature. He looked like a surfie. He also dressed like one. His
16
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realisation as a member of the community was sought in the context of surfing’s
particular commodity, the surfboard. Whether or not Bryant was familiar with
surfing language or music is not known. Also unknown is the extent of his interest
in surfing; for example, whether or not he followed competitions or was aware of
national surfing figures. However, there is little doubt that he was familiar with
the surfing habits of the local surfing community because he was seen at specific
locations that are favoured by the local surfies at Port Arthur. The regional nature
of his performance is also noteworthy due to the local climate; because of the
extremes of cold, Tasmanian surfers consider themselves to be somewhat hardier
than their counterparts from more temperate regions. It is reasonable to suggest
that Bryant was aware of this affirmation of male prowess and chose to represent
himself as a surfer because of the local surfing fraternity’s expressions of sturdy
masculinity.
As I previously noted, Bryant posed a national threat. The slippage
between representations of Bryant as a surfer and what became the overriding
national interest is considerable. Surfing’s discursive production as a white
Australian icon was not merely threatened by Bryant; I would argue it risked
temporary de-legitimisation as a nationally representative cultural body. It was
paramount, therefore, for surfing culture to distance itself from Bryant. His
posturing as a surfer, which may once have been unnoticed or worthy of ridicule,
was now a cause for consternation. As the accused perpetrator of the Port Arthur
massacre, he represented a threat to the mainstream surfing community and thus a
threat to national iconography. Whether or not he surfed now mattered.
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Any similarities between Michael Blakemore and Martin Bryant seem
unlikely at first glance. However, there are clearly points of connection within
the context of surfing and the process of acquiring masculine subjectivity. Homi
Bhabha’s words are useful in thinking about this process in relation to nationalist
predilections. He speaks of the “scraps, patches and rags of daily life,” and the
necessity of their repetition into the signifiers of national culture as a means of
interpellating national subjects.20 The stuff of everyday life is its materiality, the
surf, landscape, clothes, texts and so on, but also it is the bodies of surfers that
provide national signification and interpellative power. To borrow from Grosz
The various procedures for inscribing bodies, marking out
differentbodies, categories, types, norms, are not simply imposed on
the individual from outside; they do not function coercively but are
sought out. They are commonly undertaken voluntarily and usually
require the active compliance of the subject.21
Many surfing texts make mention of the body in one way or another and surfing
images are replete with the corporeal nature of surfing. Advertisements invariably
depict beach-friendly bodies. The surfing body is what can be called an “ideal
type” that is, a body whose physical dimensions are best suited to riding waves.
There is a particularity to this type of body that requires consideration as it applies
to the surfing subject’s complicity in his own corporeal construction. The ideal
surfing body is a physical form that reflects in many ways ideas that circulate in
culture regarding health, vitality, strength, beauty and heterosexual masculinity.
The surfing body represents a type of national body; it signifies whiteness and
projects the national preoccupations with outdoor life, leisure and fitness.
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The ideal body of the surfer contrasts with the tall, dark, handsome
type historically represented within many Western film and television texts.
Culturally inscribed within an economy of use value, this ideal type is regulated
according to the particular stylistic conventions of the surfing industry where
surfing apparel is designed to fit the body as, in turn, the body is produced to fit
the designs. The male surfer’s body is ideally squat but lean, as exemplified in
the Quiksilver advertisement discussed below. This desirable physique is
complementary to the symmetry and balance required to be accomplished
surfboard rider. Surfers are invariably represented as blond and tanned, both
attributes complementary to the national imagery used to promote beach and
surfing culture within a wide range of discursive contexts. The physical
appearance of the surfer’s body - and I am not suggesting an essential body; rather
I am positing the ideal body best suited to the activity of riding waves is one that
has come into being over a period of time. Modern surfing, as discussed in
Chapter Three, has only existed in its present form for a few decades. The
emergence of surfing culture itself can thus be seen to have coincided with the
post-war increase in mass production and consumption. Bodies of all types,
representing a plethora of social and gendered identities, have been historically
produced and inscribed to reflect and represent the emergence of cultural
formations as materialities. The body of the surfer is no exception. Like the
bodies of weight-lifters, runners, footballers or boxers, the ideal surfing body
possesses physical balance and coordination to comply with the exigencies of
successful participation and, ultimately, competition. The surfing body contrasts
with the tall, lean and angular determinants desirable in good runners and the
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heavy muscularity that is required for weight lifting. The ideal surfing body is
therefore quite specialised. Its essential requirements are balance and symmetry
and the capacity for manoeuvrability. Within competitive surfing, and
particularly in the case of national and international surfing, champions such as
Kelly Slater or Mark Occhilupo, whose physical proportions are described as
having “the rock-like body and the sinew of a gymnast”, 22 body type matters.
Surfing bodies manifest surfing masculinity, defining it as physically distinctive
from other forms of masculinity. As I noted, a “surfie type” is a recognisable
signifier that can be identified in all surfing texts.
Within most western cultures, the ideal masculine type prescribes how
a male’s body should look; prominence in size, stature, strength and height are
cultural signifiers of power and physical might. Thus, male bodies perceived as
“lacking” in these prescribed physical attributes, in order to be recognised within
a phallocentric economy, must be coded in some way to fit in with expressions of
masculinity that may not be represented within a dominant framework. Marking
the surfing body as “rock like” and comparing it to the body of a gymnast
positions it within a recognisable physical economy. Such descriptions also
function to accentuate prowess and align surfing with other, more common
masculine physical types. They also mask any threat of physical lack.
Narcissistically invested in the physical agility required for riding waves, the
surfing body is primarily concerned with conquest. Conquest is the mainstay of
mainstream white surfing culture and a primary signifier of surfing masculinity.
Surfers’ bodies undergo a continual process of transformation whereby self-
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disciplinary measures regulate and inscribe them in an economy of heterosexual
dominance. It is hardly surprising that this manifests both in and out of the water.
Bodies are transformed through physical regulation, through the ocean’s power to
subdue, through the ingestion of certain foods and substances, and through surfing
itself, which regulates through the physical demands it places on the surfer’s body
and his capacity to respond to those demands. Surfer’s bodies are also
transformed through the sexual power associated with surfing, the libidinal
expressions articulated through the heterosexual prowess associated with the
image of mainstream surfing. The sexual power associated with the act of surfing
cannot be disarticulated from the everyday, out-of-water practices that, in terms of
surfing’s self-representation, are often coded by violence towards women. Many
surfing texts, particularly films and magazines, excessively objectify women
through various, often violently misogynistic modes of representation. This is not
to suggest that all surfers are inherently violent or misogynistic. Rather, I am
signalling the preoccupation surfing culture has with notions of triumph and
victory over the waves, and I am contending that this desire to subdue or conquer
is not confined to the ocean. It is manifest in various expressions of subjugation,
through sexism, misogyny and other forms of violence.
Surfing and Violence
The masculine subject only appears to originate meanings and thereby
to signify. His seemingly self-grounded autonomy attempts to conceal
the repression which is both its ground and the perceptual possibility
of its own ungrounding. But that process of meaning-constitution
requires that women reflect that masculine power and everywhere
reassure that power of the reality of its illusory autonomy.23

23

Butler, Judith. Gender Trouble, N.Y.: Routledge, 1990. p.45.

217

I use Butler’s words as a point of departure, rather than a basis for analysis, as I
attempt to formulate a theoretical approach to address the use of sexism and
misogyny in surfing texts. What Butler signals here, in relation to my discussion,
is that the meaning-making processes (which in the examples given below I am
reading as expressions of both sexism and misogyny) of mainstream surfing’s
heterosexual masculine orientation can only acquire this meaning because I, as the
active reader, reflect the power of the textual producers’ “illusory autonomy.” I
want to challenge Butler’s idea, noting that while she ascribes a position of
agency for female readers, there are real and violent effects that are produced
through the “illusory autonomy” of masculine power. At a theoretical level, it is
true that meaning-making in male-produced texts that subjectify and violate
women may be subject to the reader’s capacity to reposition herself. However, I
still want to foreground the effects produced by these originators of meaning,
effects that position women in a wider social and cultural context as subordinate.
I will return later to these points. Firstly, it is useful to draw out the dimensions of
sexist and misogynistic representations in surfing texts and to situate these in a
comprehensible framework that will reveal something of the nature of surfing
masculinity’s connection to nation.
Misogyny is so commonplace in surfing magazines and in some
surfing films that it often appears naturalised. Such naturalisation is no doubt why
bell hooks argues strenuously for stringent feminist critiques of sexism and
misogyny in popular culture.24 Misogyny is not something new or recent as a
representational form; indeed, the hatred or debasement of women can be located
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throughout Western history in a wide range of art and literary genres. In
contemporary popular culture also, texts are abundant with examples of
misogyny. The debate regarding misogynistic lyrics in contemporary popular
music often resurfaces, sometimes at the level of government, particularly in
relation to rap and hip-hop lyrics. As American historian Robert S. McElvaine
notes, misogyny in the twentieth century has an enduring history in popular
culture. In the 1920s Jimmie Rodgers, the ‘father’ of country music sang “ I’m
gonna buy me a pistol, just as long as I’m tall, I’m gonna shoot poor Thelma just
to see her jump and fall.” Acclaimed American blues singer Robert Johnson
intoned a decade later, “I’m gonna beat my woman until I’m satisfied.25 To
suggest that the misogyny expressed in surfing texts or any other popular
representational form is something new, unusual or more explicit than it once was
is untenable. What is problematic, though, as bell hooks articulates, is that such
debates regarding misogyny often focus on black males as the only perpetrators of
dominant patriarchal values.26 For white males, although misogynistic acts are at
times referred to as socially deviant, misogynistic forms of expression and
representation continue to flourish.
Misogynistic expressions, Elizabeth Grosz notes, are “part of a sexist
continuum, necessary for the maintenance of patriarchal social order.”27
Misogyny in surfing texts can often be shocking, as I will demonstrate.
Notwithstanding the infinite potential for meaning, there are representations that
25
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are so overtly misogynistic that alternative or subversive readings are often
difficult to discern. However, some surfing designs and graphics have, since artist
Reg Mombassa’s artwork for the designer label surf-wear Mambo in the 1970s,
acquired a level of artistic kudos for their originality, flair, use of colour and
experimentation with graphic style. The focus in such celebrations of surf design
is on the artwork and its application of style. This allows distraction from the
arts’ content. Thus the power relations that structure many surfing advertisements
become difficult to destabilise because of their ‘normalisation’ within the genre,
and the genre’s predilections for artistic flair. Nonetheless, in many examples of
surfing advertisements, misogyny is explicit, as I will show.
Although surfing culture, like many other popular culture forms,
celebrates materialism, unlike many other cultural formations, in Australia it also
explicitly represents national values. The values expounded by Australian
mainstream surfing culture are, as I have shown, embedded in histories, icons, and
myths such as mateship, larrikinism and the sunny outdoors of the “lucky
country” and, more specifically, in whiteness. Expressions of misogyny in surfing
texts, then, are unlikely to be challenged or critiqued in the way that they may be
in other popular forms. The violent acts of surfers towards one another expressed
in surf rage, for example, when reported in mainstream media, are described as an
aberration, rather than as a normative expression of mainstream surfing
masculinity. This is also the view taken by Nat Young in his text Surf Rage. In
addition, violence towards women enacted by surfers,28 is not identified according
to surfing or surfing’s masculinity in the way that violence towards women is
28
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associated with the group formation in the case of say, migrant males, Aboriginal
males, members of bikie gangs or disenfranchised working-class males. This is
because surfing’s connection with nation protects its members from nominating
the group’s identity as a contributing factor to violence. This can be seen in my
discussion below about the film Blackrock, ostensibly a representation of the
brutal rape and murder of school girl Leigh Leigh in Newcastle, New South
Wales, in 1989.
Robert McElvaine’s views about misogyny are worth noting, not least
because of his academic work in the area of gender.29 In the article relevant to
my discussion, McElvaine brings into view the structural underpinnings of
misogyny claiming that although it is appropriate to express concern about
misogyny’s effects in popular culture, it is more useful to see it as an enduring
“deep-seated malady.”30 Pertinently, McElvaine raises the question: “how could
misogyny debase a civilization that has been based-and debased-on misogyny
throughout recorded history?”31 Butler’s idea of misogyny as part of a “sexist
continuum” is also useful in identifying the conditions for misogyny because it
places sexism in the context of a set of histories that are underpinned by
inequitable gender relations.
It seems to me, though, that while identifying misogyny as a “deepseated malady” or a “sexist continuum” offers a way of understanding its
historical underpinnings, what needs to be further drawn out is the way in which
29
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both misogyny and sexism find expression so readily in contemporary culture. To
elucidate this, and to give a basis for understanding this mode of expression in
surfing texts, I draw on a viewpoint that has some cultural currency in
contemporary public discourses about gender. This viewpoint has various
manifestations, usually in media that claim to represent a more ‘enlightened’
thinking audience:
Contact with feminist ideas can drive many men into a deeper silence
about ourselves, guilty about our position within the relationships of
power and subordination. The idea that “all men are violent” or that “all
men are potential rapists” can deeply challenge our sense of masculinity.
It can produce a sense of despair, guilt and paralysing self-hatred. It
leaves no room for men to change … We can find ourselves giving
tokenistic or uncritical support to the women’s movement.32
This view structures much of the debate about men in the wider and burgeoning
domain of men’s movements. It is a powerful standpoint that operates on a
number of levels and, to my mind, itself discloses a level of misogyny attempting
to silence feminist criticism by foregrounding a ‘new’ masculinity that is sensitive
to its responsibilities and beyond critique. What is being challenged is not “our
sense of masculinity” but the patriarchal structures that govern existing gender
power relations. A parallel can be drawn with this viewpoint and the current
Australian Prime Minister’s denial of an official apology for the violent histories
that have dispossessed Aboriginal people in Australia. Both arguments claim it is
not “our fault”, and by saying it is, you (in this case, women) are inducing “selfhatred and guilt.” I am not proposing a conflation of issues of race and gender
inequity; my point here is to signal the interchangeable linguistic forms that are
32
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frequently deployed to silence challenges to what bell hooks calls the “white
supremacist capitalist patriarchy.”33
The above sentiments regarding the ‘threat’ of feminism to
masculinity are not only common in popular discourse, but are entrenched in a
plethora of texts that both subtly and explicitly echo this backlash. It would
seem, therefore, that the claim of being “driven into a deeper silence” is
unsupportable. Nonetheless, the sentiments themselves are valid in that they
express challenges to masculine identity that question its construction; however,
they emerge from a discourse that seeks to re-validate or reinvent masculinity
without changing the relations of power that form the basis for its construction. In
other words, what needs to be drawn out in addition to the historical roots of the
“deep-seated malady” are the multifarious means by which it is sustained,
reinforced and applied. Without analysis of both factors, unchanged and valid
questions about gender power relations are understood only in the context of their
historical underpinnings and not as ongoing, contemporary practices that are
produced and consumed by active participants in culture. The discourse shifts to
incorporate new statements about gender, but is still regulated by unequal
relations of power, as “feminists” are positioned as troublemakers and must be put
back in their place. The last sentence from the passage from Seidler suggests that
despite “our support,” feminists still continue to challenge “our” authority. The
sentence points to the instability of masculinity and patriarchal power as it tries to
33
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reinforce them. Misogyny, therefore, cannot be understood as only an expression
of the hatred or debasement of women; it is a direct response to the unstable and
unfixed relations of power that structure male dominance. Seidler’s views,
integral to the discourse of “new wave” masculinity refer both to the dominance
and fragility of patriarchal power structures. I identify what I see as Seidler’s
misogynistic tendencies because they are pervasive. Misogyny works on a variety
of levels. It can inspire fear and it can operate to ridicule, silence or humiliate.
One of its purposes is to reinstate that which is feared as threatened or lost, to
recuperate a sense of flagging masculine identity. Sexism, I suggest, is a form of
misogyny; it may not directly imply or state the hatred of women, but it finds
expression through ideologies of male superiority.
Surfing Life, for example, demonstrates the “5 steps to becoming a
surfer.”34 Step five: “Acceptance” tells surfers that upon the acquisition of group
membership “you don’t really give much of a fuck about the clothes you wear,
what the people you hang out with do, what sort of car you drive or whether your
girlfriend has brown tits.”35 Waves offers “the definitive guide to handling
women”, informing the reader that “trying it on” with a female is considered
imperative to surfing camaraderie: “if the bloke doesn’t have a go, what’s he
going to talk about at the beach next morning?”36 Sexism and misogyny are
commonplace in surfing culture. They are usually expressed within the discourse
of mateship, as above, or as part of the bravado of surfing prowess and conquest:
“I nearly pissed my pants because it was about six foot off-shore, and with barrels
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as big as Pamela Anderson’s tits ...”37 Earlier representations of surfing in the
soul surfing era reflected less of the overt sexism that has accompanied surfing’s
professional status. As Margaret Henderson argues in her work on Tracks surfing
magazine, it was in the 1980s that a type of “hypermasculinity” began to manifest
in surfing advertising.38
In assessing precisely what this “hypermasculinity” is, that is, how it
manifests in texts and practices, it is useful to look in some detail at how images
of the professional surfer are constructed in advertising. While contemporary
debates regarding sexism in advertising continue to address this issue through the
lobbying of feminist groups, surfing texts are abundant with depictions of
objectified women, invariably represented as one of the essential trappings of the
surfer. As Jeff Lewis notes, “the female becomes an analogue to surfing
“ecstasy,” a beach-based distraction from it, or the representative of normalized
and official domestic culture.”39 A recent Quiksilver advertisement provides an
example40 (fig.2). In this image, ideal surfing bodies, squat, blond and tanned, are
represented within the idiom of the white Anglo-Celtic figure of nineteenthcentury national literatures, the larrikin.41
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Quiksilver’s advertisement is replete with class, race and gender codes
that formulate what I read as both a violent and misogynistic representation.
These codes combine and intersect to produce the image of the Aussie surfer as a
larrikin figure, although the class dimensions in this representation are blurred by
a number of features: the leather jackets, the burnt-out car, Quiksilver surf wear,
and the image behind the fence of working-class suburbia. For all intents and
purposes, however, these surfers are larrikins. They represent youthful
exuberance and the undermining of authority.
The woman tossed over the shoulder of the surfer identifies the
image’s racialised and sexist underpinnings. Like the Islander women painted
onto surfboards, this woman is part of the paraphernalia of surfing, an added extra
to be toted along in case she is required. Her legs and buttocks are given
prominence for the gaze of spectators, while sunglasses and the surfer’s raised
arm holding up a beer mask her face. She is inert, akin to the baggage toted
around by travelling surfers. As the only woman among four “larrikins,” she
invokes a history of violence that can be associated with surfing and beach
violence generally. Male surfers mostly travel in groups; surfing culture is
overwhelmingly homosocial in its structure. The female figure represents the
pick-up on the way. Like the beer, she is common property, to be shared out
among “mates.” She is depicted as darker-skinned than the surfers. Given that
this advertisement demonstrates some very obvious choices of visual signification
(for example, its emphasis on white masculinity and heterosexuality, and the
invocation of the iconic larrikin), it can be argued that the woman’s skin colour is
for example Whitlock & Carter, Images of Australia, 1992 and R. White, Inventing Australia:
Images and Identity 1981).
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a textual choice that invites a racialised reading. As I discussed previously, one of
mainstream surfing culture’s prominent characteristics is travel to places
considered “exotic,” particularly “south-sea” islands where local women are seen
as “up for grabs” like the woman in this image. Discourses of the exotic, then, are
often central to mainstream surfing culture. And this woman’s dark skin colour
evokes a whole range of knowledges about surfing culture that are encapsulated
here to interpellate prospective consumers of one of the most prestigious brands of
surfing apparel.
In this image, the surfers’ bodies disseminate specific sexual codes
which again, not only reinforce a dominant patriarchal order but also betray its
fragility. Elizabeth Grosz speaks of the erotogenic zones of the body that provide
its image and act as transmitters and receptors of information.42 This helps to
make sense of the image of the spurting foam emitting from the mouth of the
surfer. As an ejaculatory signal that connotes (and connects) surf and semen
(surfing and heterosexual prowess), this image of the surfer standing on the car’s
bonnet betrays the advertisement’s preoccupation with sexual and psychical
dominance as a strategy for selling the surf-wear. The stance of the surfer, his
outstretched arms holding a beer in one hand and the logo-inscribed beer-holder in
the other, can be read as an anti-authoritarian challenge to this country’s dominant
Christian values. His oral ‘ejaculation’ is complementary to its counterbalancing
representation: the surfer on the boot of the car with the racially ambiguous
woman tossed over his shoulder. Above the images is the text if you can’t rock ‘n
roll, don’t fucken come, a warning to males who are not interpellated by the image
42
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of heterosexual violence, drinking, fast cars and surfing that Quiksilver surf wear
and mainstream surfing culture more generally promote. What is presented is, in
effect, a ‘balanced’ representation of male violence, where the careful symmetry
of the image achieves its end of representing surfers as larrikins, exuberant young
heterosexual males who can afford expensive clothing. This brings me to the
ambiguous way in which class is also represented here as a marketing strategy
that seeks to attract consumers over a wide socio-economic range and functions
ideologically to suggest a classless, “level playing field.”
The fence serves as a barrier between the surfers and what appears to
be working-class suburbia. On closer inspection, however, this is dubious. The
colonial markings on one of the houses and well-maintained weatherboard are
illustrative of many coastal, suburban beachside residences, locations that at one
time were working-class cottages, but now too expensive for the occupation of
their original inhabitants. The working-class origins are displaced here but their
presence in the text is still required to corroborate the idea of classlessness desired
by the advertisers. The male figures are also ambiguous in terms of class
representation. Perhaps this demonstrates the fragility of class as a mode of
analysis; nonetheless, addressed as one textual element of many, it can help
identify what gives the text its coherence and its intended reading. The “hottedup” old car could be indicative of a working-class background. Alternatively, the
expensive designer label clothing (and the leather coat) worn by the surfers
betrays the self-assured, confident stance of the socio-economically privileged.
Quiksilver apparel is notably expensive. As one of the three major brand names
distributing surfing apparel in Australia and internationally, the company was
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described by buyers of smaller brands, as “too corporate” in 1999, and not
reflective of the values and attitudes of many younger surfers.43 “Too corporate”
is an interesting description for a company whose advertising rigorously promotes
the notion of subculture, despite its 1999 turnover of $US450 million.44
The Quiksilver advertisement brings to mind the words of Pierre Bourdieu
who notes that manliness “must be validated by other men, in its reality as actual
or potential violence, and certified by recognition of membership of the group of
‘real’ men.”45 The recognition of belonging to a group of ‘real’ men is played out
here within a context of mateship that can be understood in relation to what
Foucault describes as a “field of presence.” This is a contributing element in the
formation of concepts that can be understood as “a set of statements formulated
elsewhere and taken up in a discourse.”46 The “field of presence” refers in this
instance to what formulates the concept of white surfing masculinity, or what
statements give it a meaning. “Formulated elsewhere” is the iconic larrikin of the
nineteenth century, rejuvenated and transformed into a present day “jack the lad”
type, whose harmless high-spirits see him doing what is acceptable according to
many formulations of acceptable white masculine behaviour; as Peter Looker
notes, “there are prescribed ways to behave if a male wants to belong to the
brotherhood of ‘real men’.”47 The “field of presence” materialised through the
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larrikin is illustrated through the text’s construction of white surfing masculinity
as a concept that will sell ideologies and products.
The theme of the larrikin is continued in the advertisement for Stop
eyewear48 (fig.3), whose cover your essentials logo covers the genitalia of the
naked female surfer standing at the roadside hitching a ride. In the context of
mainstream surfing’s heterosexual male fantasy, the car-full of high spirited
surfers has come to a halt and the reader conversant with the genre of surfing
culture narratives, knows that the naked female is to be picked up and shared
among the ‘larrikins’. The image of international surfing champion Kelly Slater
taken for FHM men’s fashion magazine and reproduced here in Surfing Life
magazine diverges from the larrikin figure to produce a more serious
representation of mainstream surfing masculinity (fig.4). Ostensibly advertising a
line in men’s trousers, the unsmiling face of Slater stares into the distance as he
holds what could be the rusted steering wheel of a boat, a possible weapon, while
a woman with her back to the viewer is bent over a step, near Slater’s steel capped
boot, in a submissive pose similar to that of the woman in the Quiksilver
advertisement. What is different in this image is that the woman can be read as
both extraneous to the image, and central to it. Unlike the Quiksilver
advertisement where the woman is part of the surfing narrative, indeed literally
part of the surfer’s baggage, here, the woman’s presence seems almost incidental.
Again, this is intended. Clearly the inclusion of a faceless woman in a sexually
submissive pose beneath the stern faced and muscular Slater is intended to attract
heterosexual males who identify with this type of masculinity. I see this as an
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example of what Margaret Henderson identified as “hypermasculinity”; Slater’s
pose can be seen as aggressive, and, I would argue, menacing. However, the
image also presents many possibilities for alternative, or against the grain
readings, for example, the image of Slater can also be read as depicting a lack of
interest in women. But it must be acknowledged that this image is of a champion
surfer and it appears in a surfing magazine. My own reading of it brings to mind
the representational tendencies I see in many surfing advertisements. This
system of representation is distinctive; it uses a form of naturalisation to attempt
to position women and also, and more importantly, because it naturalises, it
functions to corroborate the discourse of anti-feminism previously identified:
counter-arguments to this mode of representation are often met with ridicule that
silences dissenting voices. Despite its distinctiveness, I would also suggest that
surfing’s system of representation is one that is not particularly inventive or
creative; its imagery conforms to what might be considered predictable generic
paradigms, as this selection, which is quite indicative of the genre of surfing
imagery, attests.
In the advertisement for Extreme sun-screen49 (fig.5), like the two
previous advertisements, another faceless image of a woman is used to represent a
discourse of “new masculinity” that is unthreatened by women who are proficient
at doing traditionally male jobs such as fixing a car. Again, like the depiction of
Kelly Slater in Fig.4., this advertisement represents a depiction of masculinity in
which the woman’s body appears to offer no interest as the surfer gazes off into
the distance. While, as I have noted, this gives room for alternative readings, for
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example, as an allegorical disavowal of “femininity” within surfing practice, in
the context of surfing’s heterosexual emphasis, the representation of Slater’s
disinterest in the image of the woman signifies a model of “hypermasculinity” that
is ultra-aggressive and constitutive of a form of misogyny that works, I suggest, to
disavow the “feminised” aspects of surfing. These can be identified in male
surfing’s focus on corporeality, in the surfer’s submissiveness to the forces of the
ocean, and also, in what might be thought of as “feminised” tropes that are
common to surfer’s descriptions of surfing, for example, as indicated in the
expression cited in Chapter Four “... a unique feeling surging up, overwhelming
and flooding through your entire being with spine tingling force …”50
It goes without saying that, although certain representations have been
selected on the basis of what I consider to be their misogynistic projections, there
is a spectrum of representations in surfing magazines, and many of these
representations include no images of women at all. What I am signalling,
however, is the seemingly unproblematic construction of images that are produced
according to distinctly sexualised forms. These are naturalised to fit in with a
range of other depictions, which, while not including female representations, very
often feature male prowess on a surfboard. I am not suggesting that
representations of surfing are fixed; indeed, a marked shift has occurred in recent
times that sees promoters and advertisers erasing female representations entirely,
which seems to suggest that women must be represented in a particular way or not
at all. What this change in representation reflects is the shifting nature of culture
itself. Surfing culture, in its mainstream formation, is also in a continual process
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of change. I would suggest though, that like many cultural shifts occurring as
discourses incorporate new narratives and new frames of reference, these changes
are fleeting and may return in their ‘normalised’ form at any moment. There is no
evidence to suggest that Grosz’s “sexist continuum” or McElvaines’s “deepseated malady” has disappeared from the cultural horizon of mainstream
representations, or that Butler’s notion of a male “illusory autonomy” is effective
only at the level of text. What can be discerned is that within surfing’s
mainstream representation and its practice, there is a level of violence towards
females that both reinforces surfing’s heterosexist orientation and betrays its
masculine fragility. It is therefore important to understand surfing’s violence in
the context of the competitive impulse that structures the spectrum of
masculinities representative of white Australian culture. In this way, misogyny
can be understood as the effect of a discourse that constructs male identities in
accordance with ideas about triumph, winning and conquering. These aspects of
misogyny are reproduced in the characterisation of surfing subculture as it is
represented in the film Puberty Blues.
Puberty Blues
In the context of a discussion on surfing and masculinity, Puberty
Blues51 provides an important focus as it presents sexism in surfing culture as
‘naturalised’ but also, unstable. Based on the novel by Kathy Lette and Gabrielle
Carey, the film presents a female narration of surfing subculture’s misogynistic
codes. The narrative focuses on the exclusion of young women from the surfing
fraternity, and the compromises required by them for the desired girlfriend status
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that provides access to surfers. The film is similar to Blackrock, discussed below,
in that it is not didactic or prescriptive in any overt way. Rather, it contains its
critiques of surfing masculinity within its generic framework - in this case, unlike
Blackrock, a structure that includes, but is not limited to, humour and irony.
Humour is persuasive in the dialogue. It provides the basis of the film’s central
position that the egotism and misogyny that are integral to surfing subcultures are
somewhat ridiculous. There is a danger here that the effects of male violence
might be trivialised, but the film has effectively countered this by combining
drama and humour. Its treatment of rape, for example, is removed from any
humorous context and presents a trenchant critique of surfing masculinity. The
character Freda is set up in the narrative as ‘un-cool’, excluded because she does
not have the physical attributes necessary to be part of the female group of surfing
admirers. As the narrator explains, “if you couldn’t get a boyfriend, there were
two options: be a prude or a moll.” Freda, depicted as the latter, is offered a ride
home and, on the way, forced into ‘consensual’ sex with a group of surfies. This
comes about as a result of her pity for one of them who is taken to the back of the
panel van and “beaten up” by the other two surfers because of his ‘support’ for
Freda. Freda, hearing his “cries”, agrees to have sex with all three surfers. As
this farce plays out, the representation of surfing’s violent and misogynistic
projections culminates in the group’s dropping off Freda in the middle of the
town, as two surfie chicks look on and comment, without force or surprise, “they
didn’t even take her home.” Rape is both manipulated to appear consensual and
normalised within the day-to-day practices of surfing subculture, while
simultaneously being scripted as unremarkable by the female characters.
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What Puberty Blues discloses, perhaps more explicitly than any other
surfing film, is the extent to which the “surfie chicks” are forced not only to be
complicit with the codes that produce their subordinacy, but also to reproduce
those codes, and to systematically subsume or deny any resistance to them. The
resistance erupts, however, in facial expressions and, subsequently, in openly
verbal challenges to surfing’s male dominance, and the gendered relations of
power are reworked in the film’s concluding scene. Here, the two central female
characters venture into the surf with a surfboard between them accompanied by
loud and derisory protestations from both surfies and surfie chicks. Jeers
transform into cheers as the central character, Debbie, proceeds to expertly ride
the waves in an optimistic, if unconvincing, conclusion.
Puberty Blues has over the years acquired something of a cult status
within the milieu of Australian feature films. This is primarily due to its lucid
representations of surfing masculinity and the way in which this structures and
positions young women; as the narration explains, “if you weren’t a surfie chick,
you were a nobody.” The questions about identity raised in this film are
exclusively monocultural and are central to this thesis because they effectively
project the notion that identity per se, and specifically representations of national
identity’s connections to white masculinity, are never fixed and always contain
the potential for destabilisation. Puberty Blues also encapsulates surfing
subculture’s challenge to ideals of a work ethic. This is depicted by one of the
middle-class surfers whose anxiety about his father’s desire for a future career in
dentistry (unlike Michael Blakemore’s similar struggles) results in a heroin habit
that eventually kills him. Such a resolution exemplifies one of the many tensions
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between class and gender that structure the film and which serve to construct
surfing subculture as a formation that cannot be exclusively identified according
to class. Puberty Blues’ critique of surfing violence and its inextricability from
surfing’s masculine status locates surfing as an exclusively subcultural formation.
Not yet marking the nuances of countercultural and mainstream expressions that
are occurring at the time of the film’s emergence, Puberty Blues draws attention
to the exclusively subcultural nature of surfing as a form of anti-authoritarianism
where surfers from a range of class positions actively reject the status quo. One of
the central characters, Susan, is reminded of the consequences of association with
such a group by her school’s headmaster who, reinforcing surfing’s connection to
social deviance states, “I don’t understand you, Susan, hanging round with that
surfie gang. You’ve got a good I.Q., you come from a good home.”
As I have argued, categories are often inadequate in their capacity to
describe cultural formations, and Puberty Blues corroborates this difficulty by
positing a range of socio-cultural categories that are marked by whiteness, gender,
class, and suburbia: the suburban socio-economic divide in Sydney is located in
the film’s opening reference to the “uncool kids from Bankstown”, who are
contrasted with the Cronulla surfies, and by subsequent references to Sydney’s
northern beach suburbs. This geographical divide is important in teasing out the
class distinctions I referred to in Chapter Two that are often used to demarcate
subcultures and countercultures as sites of class distinction; Sydney’s west offered
a point of “otherness” for the countercultural surfing movement. As I have
indicated, surfing as a countercultural movement was pioneered in its early stages
by the middle-class residents of beach suburbs whose privilege allowed for the
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choice to belong to what was considered an anti-authoritarian subculture.
Although Puberty Blues does not draw out this blurring of the
subculture/counterculture divide - (its focus is a critique of surfing masculinity
generally) - it does indicate the demarcation of the west from what is “cool” and
therefore marks the western suburbs’ presence within the surfing movement at the
time of the film’s production. And it gives expression to the often menacing ways
in which categories can function to destabilise meaning as they are simultaneously
deployed for the purpose of trying to make sense of cultural formations.
Puberty Blues offers a critique of the surfing violence inherent in
mainstream surfing’s more recent manifestation of territorialism in its depiction of
a fight between surfies and surf-lifesavers. The authoritarian lifesavers’ directions
to the surfers to remain within the prescribed ocean zones erupt in what is
portrayed as a comical ‘punch up’ where subcultural aversion to authority is
established. This scene, played out on the beach, sets the stage for what is later to
become the cultural phenomenon of “surf rage” which is manifest in a range of
violent behaviour between surfers that occur both in and out of the ocean. “Surf
Rage”, as a form of violence, requires consideration as a gendered and
contemporary expression of surfers’ perceived ownership of ocean waves.
Surf Rage
Beach bashings are not new in Australia. In the 1960s and 1970s,
many beaches were the site for “rumbles” between sharpies (English immigrants)
and local surfies. This often resembled a type of gang warfare in which each
group was identified by certain modes of speech, dialect and dress codes. In my
memory, rumbles were spoken about and acknowledged by many coastal dwellers
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at the time but attracted little media attention, being attended to mainly by local
councils, who often increased beach patrols in response. Beaches are known sites
for violence; female and male rape, gay bashings and confrontations over rights to
territory. Beach rage can be seen as an expression of colonial authority - in the
words of Sue Stanton, as the acts of “newcomers” who “confuse a sense of
belonging with right of possession.”52 For many surfers, rights of ownership
include the right to control who surfs at a particular beach and also the right of
propriety to waves at that beach. Territorialism therefore enacts a type of localism
where ‘outsiders’ are viewed with suspicion and where the “rights” of local
surfers are seen as absolute. This code is inscribed into a document familiar to
surfers called “Tribal Law, Surfriders code of Ethics” which is ostensibly about
the protocols of surfing and which claims that its intention is to reduce the
incidence of injury in the surf and to encourage “the return of ‘RESPECT’
amongst surfers.”53 This document was written in 1997 by champion surfer
Robert Conneeley and has gained considerable recognition since then among
surfers.54 It instructs surfers not to “snake” or “drop in,” practices that were once
unheard of and that reflect surfing’s increasingly competitive focus. In the “Tribal
Law,” ownership of waves is acknowledged and codified into rules that specify
the pecking order in a surfing line-up. The “Tribal Law” manifesto is a
materialised version of what Nat Young, and indeed many other surfers refer to as
the “unspoken rules of surfing,” although Young contends that the rules of surfing
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can change according to the amount of time a surfer has spent at a particular site
and whether or not he is a good surfer.55
Despite the introduction of the surfers’ “Law,” the incidence of surf rage
continues. Surfer Drew Kampion reflects on surfing in the 1960s when, he
recalls, there were “smiles and conversations in the line-ups, and surfers freely
hooted as they watched others”, and when “locals freely helped newcomers find
the peak and catch the wave.”56 This reflection is written as a foreword to Nat
Young’s autobiographical book Surf Rage. Kampion recalls a time when the
niceties of the 60s and 70s were replaced by a territorial and competitive ethos
manifested in often-horrendous violent acts. He suggests that surf rage is a
modern phenomenon, something new rather than, I would argue, an extension of a
general and longstanding tendency towards violence within constructions of
Australian masculinity specifically. The violence manifested in surfing culture
through misogyny and surf rage, therefore, is part of the continuum of violence
that has historically produced white masculinities; it is unleashed, I would
suggest, by the increased competitiveness within surfing culture. Surf Rage tells
of the brutal bashing and hospitalisation of Young, the most widely recognised
champion surfer in Australia, in 2000. It is noteworthy that Young’s nickname
within the surfing fraternity was “the animal.”57 Young’s bashing was the result
of him hitting another, younger surfer in the mouth, who, Young claims, was
“screaming obscenities” at Young and accusing him of “dropping in.” The
younger surfer’s father beat and kicked Young so violently that he required
extensive hospitalisation and six hours of reconstructive facial surgery. Young’s
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book attempts to find “causes and reasons” for the attack which he says, despite
the external healing of wounds, “still really hurts.”
Beyond the prescriptive dialogue that encourages surfers to follow
territorial rules, Young’s book does not provide much insight into the causes of
surf rage even though, in places, he tries to engage with what he thinks might be
its underpinnings. He notes, for example, that surfers are “part of a culture which
seems to be increasingly competitive.” His explanation for this, though, is
Darwinian, attributing it to the “very crowded planet on which we live.”58
Locating the surfer as a figure of biological determinism whereby ‘overcrowding’
explains the competitiveness inspiring beach violence, the “rage” becomes
scripted into the Darwinian notion of adaptation and therefore, a ‘natural’
occurrence rather than one rooted in culture.
Like Blakemore’s personal memories, Young’s recollections are often
clouded by nostalgia. He recalls the 1960s, when surfing competitions were
“really cool events.”59 Referring to a fight with an American surfer at the 1966
world championships in San Diego, Young wrote at the time, “I am afraid I lost
my temper and did what most other Australians would have done. I hit him and
knocked him flat.”60 Surfer Simon Anderson corroborates Young’s overtly
competitive impulse during this time, saying Young “didn’t know whether he was
fully into the peace and love or whether he wanted to kill you because you’d taken
his wave.”61 Young does acknowledge his own participation in violence stating
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that he has been both “the receiver and instigator of surf rage,”62 an
acknowledgement that reflects Young’s search for catharsis following his ordeal
in 2000.
Young is adamant that the problem with surfing and violence can be
resolved through the recognition and respect for the unwritten rules of the
practice, which, as I noted previously, he says are changeable:
Every surfer in a contest knows the rules; it doesn’t matter what the
head judge sees or doesn’t see, it’s a matter of what is right and
wrong-by the unwritten rules. Everyone knows what is right. It’s
even more clear-cut in everyday surfing-if you don’t give respect,
you won’t get it. That’s the bottom line … Surf rage is not only
thriving on the beaches where I live … it is burning like a bushfire
everywhere in the world. 63
The reference to the ‘spread’ of surf rage – like a “bushfire” removes the necessity
of examining this phenomenon at a specifically cultural or national level; if it is
“everywhere”, the problem can be located in the domain of the global, and the
“crowded planet” safely invoked as the reason for male violence at beaches. Also,
the ideal of ‘earned respect’ is perhaps unworkable in a formation whose
hierarchical arrangements are based around the public punishment of younger
surfers or grommets. Simon Anderson describes this hierarchy, referring to a
punitive mechanism referred to as the “Grommet pole,” the purpose of which is to
instil respect in young surfers through force. Anderson notes:
We’ve still got a grommet pole at Narrabeen carpark … where any
young nuisance is tied and treated in a manner befitting his
naughtiness … young blokes who drop in in the surf or don’t show
relevant respect … the greater good of the organisation needs to inflict
some sort of, you know, degradation, you know. 64
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The implications for violence in surfing masculinities are encapsulated in this
mode of punishment where transgressive surfers can be tied to the pole and left
for up to an entire day and a night. Anderson states that this was the administered
punishment for one grommet who was about twelve and “had a big mouth.” 65
Surfers, claims Young, “have frequently expressed concerns on a
number of social and political issues, but we have been slow to look at our own
attitudes and behaviour.”66 What is central to this debate on surfing culture’s
manifestations of violence is the notion of ownership. This, as stated, is often
expressed in the form of localism, described by Young as “the toxic spills of
localism.” Young argues that “Polynesian traditions aside,” surfing is ego-driven
and lacks the collective impetus of team sports; thus, its expressions of violence
are a result of unchecked egos.67 The notion of an “unchecked” ego works in
much the same way as the claim that violence at the beach can be related to the
competitiveness inspired by overcrowding. Such an explanation elides the need
for further inquiry, although interestingly, Young engages with gurus of
alternative thought such as Krishnamurti and Ghandi68 to proffer his view
regarding the need for social change. If, as Young and others claim,69 the
problem of surf rage is so widespread, and surfers are slow to examine their
behaviour, what needs to be critically examined are the ideologies that inform,
validate and normalise violence within constructions of masculinity.
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Blackrock and surfing violence
The 1997 film Blackrock contributes to such an analysis, although
given the generic constraints of cinematic representation, it also leaves much
unexplored. The film’s plot centres around the murder of a young woman by a
surfer in a working-class area of the New South Wales city of Newcastle.
Ostensibly based on the murder of teenage girl Leigh Leigh,70 Blackrock focuses
on the ideal of mateship as a set of practices that is intrinsic to mainstream surfing
culture. Its focus on this theme, however, is a critique rather than a celebration of
mateship as a nationally valorised cultural attribute. Blackrock was originally a
stage play written by Nick Enright that was transferred to film in 1997. The
narrative is structured around a welcome home party for a travelling surfer, Ricko,
which culminates in the brutal rape and murder of a local girl, Tracy Warner. The
film opens with shots of the Newcastle steel works followed by scenes of surfers
riding waves. The main character, Jared, lives with his single-parent mother in
what is shown as a fraught relationship. On the return of his best mate, Ricko,
from a lengthy surfing trip, Jared organises a welcome home party, a “rage from
hell,” at the local surf club. Jared’s girlfriend, Rachel Ackland, is the middle-class
daughter of a photographer who is depicted posing in swimwear for an advertising
campaign her father is shooting. When a crowd of surfers including Jared arrive
in a panel van at the Ackland’s home to pick Rachel up for the party, her father
denies her permission to go, saying, however, that her brother, Toby, can go
because he’s older.
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The party scene shows a large group of teenagers drinking and
dancing. The violent gang rape of Tracy by a group of surfies takes place near the
surf club on the beach. During the “rage from hell,” Rachel’s brother Toby sees
Tracy dancing with Jared. Toby confronts Jared, accusing him of cheating on
Rachel. A fight breaks out and Ricko steps in, beating Toby until Jared tells him
to stop. Tracy takes the fight as Toby’s defence of her and comforts him,
eventually leaving the party with him. Jared walks out in anger following the
fight and goes to the beach where he strips and swims in the ocean. Tracy and
Toby are then seen on the beach having sex as Jared watches from a rock above
them. Three other surfers appear. They proceed to rape Tracy vaginally and
anally in a brief but violent depiction. This scene echoes both the Quiksilver and
Stop advertisements, in which mateship represents communal ownership of
women. Although Jared appears shocked by what he witnesses, he does nothing
and returns home. His girlfriend, Rachel, arrives late at the party looking for him
and eventually goes to the beach where she discovers the dead body of Tracy.
Jared is woken the next morning by his mother who tells him of Tracy’s murder.
Jared knows the identity of the rapists and eventually discovers that his best mate,
Ricko, was responsible for the murder. Although he was not part of the group who
raped Tracy, he raped and murdered her following the gang rape.
As Jared remains silent about his knowledge, the narrative’s
exploration of surfing masculinity and violence is underpinned by a critique of
mateship. A sub-plot regarding Jared’s disconnected relationship with his mother
and her discovery of breast cancer further complicates the narrative. There is no
class ambiguity in this film; working-class and middle-class representations are
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clearly recognisable. As the film’s director, Steve Vidler states, middle-class
representations were amplified so as not to give the appearance that rape is a
working-class crime.71

Newcastle steelworks and the local club where Jared’s

mother plays the pokies set the scene for a representation of working-class gender
relations. The portrayal of Rachel and Toby’s photographer father in a more “upmarket” area of Newcastle helps to corroborate the film’s interrogation of
masculinity as a set of practices that is always, regardless of class, structured by
inequitable relations of power. Like many surfing representations, the film also
invokes the larrikin. In one scene, surfers can be seen speeding and doing
burnouts in the panel van to a crowd of beach-based distractions, who cheer and
look on in awe, performing gender as the ‘larrikins’ do likewise.
In representing the violence and misogyny of surfing culture, the film
deploys the language codes that are common to the genre of surfing texts. Ricko,
describing a wave he once rode to a group of mates at the campfire says, “she
kicked up, just like a slut”. Following Tracy’s funeral, one of the surfers says to
Tracy’s grieving friend, “she was a fucking slag.” The dialogue between Ricko
and Jared following the group’s police interviews is worthy of inclusion. It
provides a critique of mateship, its codes of silence, and its potential for violence:
Ricko: The cops know they didn’t top her. They’re trying to hang it on to me. I
told them I was with you.
Jared: I already told them I was on my own.
Ricko: You were that ripped you forgot. Now you remember. Ricko was there.
Mate, we back each other up, we’re laughing.
Jared: Mate, I’m a shithouse liar, just tell them what really happened.
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Ricko: They could just as easily pin it on you. You and Ackland had a fight over
Tracy. Ackland scored, you hung around waiting for your chance.”
Jared: Bullshit. I was on my own all night. I didn’t kill her.
Ricko: I know you didn’t. I did.
The admission of guilt by Ricko makes Jared angry. A scuffle breaks out between
the two during which Ricko says:
I didn’t mean it. I only wanted to screw her. Things got rough. She hit her head
on a rock. She was gone. It was that quick. You think they’d buy that? You think
they’d believe a hoon like me? I said I was with my mate. (He grasps Jared’s
hand) I knew you’d be there for me. I’d be there for you. You know I would.
Jared: You swear you didn’t mean to do it?
Ricko: It was that quick. I don’t even remember.
The mateship between these two surfers is given a backstory in the film.
Jared’s father has left and shows little interest in him. Ricko fills the gap, as Jared
explains to the police, while lying to cover for his mate: “[Ricko] looked after me
when I was a kid, showed me stuff, taught me how to surf, heaps of things.” Jared
and Ricko are also shown getting identical tattoos. Mateship between these
surfers becomes troubled only when Jared realises that the murder was intentional.
This occurs when the police show Jared the graphic and brutal photographs of
Tracy’s face taken after Ricko had beaten her.
Jared goes to the beach in search of Ricko, finds him and confronts him,
screaming,
You meant to do it, didn’t you? You knew what you were doing.
Ricko: So did she. I was looking for you and I found her stumbling down the
beach, out of it, could easy have drowned. “Hold me”, she says. I hold her. Says
she feels alright now. She feels more than alright (smiling) She asks me to take
her home. I say yeah, I’ll take you home babe but first things first. I lay her
down on the sand nice and gentle and she pushes me off. She wants it rough. Ok
she can have it rough. I lay her down and she bites me. She bites me like a
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fuckin’ dog. No bitch does that mate, not when they come on to you like that.
She said hold me.
Jared: You meant to do it
At this moment the police arrive and surround the high rocky perimeter of the
beach. Seeing the police, Ricko grabs Jared by the hand, accusing him of
informing the police: “Yeah, you went and dogged, eh, like a fuckin gutless girl?”
Ricko then runs up high to the edge of the rocks, looks down at the steep fall.
Jared screams, “No Ricko”. Ricko throws himself off the rocks and dies. At his
farewell, his shirt, beads, and wetsuit are placed on his surfboard which is taken
out to sea by a group of surfers and ceremonially flamed.
Blackrock interweaves a complex set of themes into the narrative
including those relating to female friendships, as depicted in the relationships
between Jared’s mother and her friend and between Tracy and her friend Cheree.
It raises important questions about what friendship, and more specifically,
mateship, stands for, and how it is configured within the day-to-day social
relations of surfers. Photography is also significant in the film – as it is central to
surfing’s self-representation. Jared and Rachel’s father share a mutual interest in
photography. Also, photographs of Tracy provide Jared with ‘proof’ of what he
already knows. In the final moments when Jared finally reconciles his conscience
with the pressure enforced by codes of mateship that demand his silence, the
dialogue between Jared and his mother frames the critique and removes any
temptation for prescriptive conclusions:
Jared: I could have stopped them, could have taken her home. Why? If I knew
why, I wouldn’t feel like such a piece of shit.
Jared’s mother: Why do you think?
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Jared: Guys. You got mates. They’re your mates. That’s all you got. That’s the
way it is.
Mother: So you let a girl die?
The final scene of the film is powerful, depicting Cheree, Jared and his mother
kneeling at Tracy’s grave as they scrub the word “slut” from her headstone.
An internet review of Blackrock claims that the film deals with a
taboo subject within Australian culture and states that this is the reason for almost
non-existent discussions of the film.72 There is a suggestion here that violence
against women is in some way unspeakable despite its structuring a wide range of
surfing, and other, representations that inform gendered identities. It is pertinent to
ask, however, whether it is violence towards women that is unspeakable or the
discomfort afforded by the film’s critique of one of the foremost tenets of
Australian national identity. Reference to mateship, after all, was suggested by
John Howard as a worthy inclusion in the proposed preamble to the Constitution
in 1999, to be written by the unofficial poet laureate, Les Murray. Mateship is
described by Howard as a unifying force for Australia. He says, “Australia should
never be a nation defined by class or envy, but rather a nation united by mateship
and achievement.”73 Howard expresses a desire to “dedicate my government to
the maintenance of traditional Australian values. And they include those great
values of mateship and egalitarianism.”74 Mateship, says Howard, is “a
72
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particularly Australian virtue - a concept that encompasses unconditional
acceptance, mutual and self respect, sharing whatever is available no matter how
meagre, a concept based on trust and selflessness and absolute
interdependence.”75 As the spokesperson for the government in power, it is clear
that Howard views mateship as an attribute to be aspired to despite its historical
links with working-class masculinity. It is understandable therefore that a film
such as Blackrock, whose very framework is inspired by an interrogation of
mateship’s manifestation in a working-class surfing formation, will create some
consternation for film critics. Without recourse to the humour implicit in much of
the dialogue in Puberty Blues, and formulated within a more dramatic generic
framework, Blackrock presents a corrosive critique of white Australian
masculinity, and in particular its manifestation within surfing culture. It makes no
apologies for its attempt to bring into view the violent potential of the codes of
mateship that structure youth formations.
Conclusion
Chapter Five has provided some insight into how variable masculinities are
produced within representations of surfing, and how these masculinities are linked
to being Australian. The impulse for performing masculinity is generated, it
would seem, by anxiety: not ‘fitting in’ can have drastic repercussions. The
appearance of stability that accrues around various types of masculinity is
underpinned by masculinity’s conditions of instability. Michael Blakemore’s
75
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fragmented memories attest to this; it is clear that he recognised the prescribed
formula and was able to create, through surfing, a panacea that would suffice in
the wake of his less ‘masculine’ interest in theatre. For Martin Bryant, the
proposition of being a surfer was perhaps less difficult; by the 1990s, the link
between surfing, masculinity and nation had been established through professional
surfing. However, his violent acts necessitated his disarticulation from the surfing
fraternity, a disarticulation that was accompanied and reinforced by his
feminisation in both the mainstream media and in magazines aimed at the surfing
community. The surfing advertisements, although indicative of sexist and
misogynistic codes, also reveal, I would suggest, the frailty of surfing
masculinities which are also implicit in the critiques offered in Puberty Blues and
Blackrock. Although the work in this chapter has been underscored by the claim
that patriarchal masculinities are a central organising principle in Australian
culture, albeit a principle that has been revealed as both dominant and fragile,
what has been drawn out are the complexities that structure the manifestation of
surfing masculinities, for there are clearly many ways of being masculine or
enacting masculinity as a surfer. As expressions of white supremacist, capitalist
patriarchy,76 to borrow again from bell hooks, these masculinities function to
enforce and reinforce cultural hegemony. They naturalise and regulate culture,
make it and re-make it, and attempt to erase from the national landscape other
worldviews that see surfing, the ocean, and beach life generally in a different way.
Chapter Six counters this attempt. Although it is impossible to speak – or write –
from outside of the realm of dominant discourses, counter-discourses represent
76
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the capacity to sidestep hegemonic forces and to speak from within in ways that
contest and challenge the authority of such forces.
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Chapter Six: Other Nations, Other Countries.

when Aboriginal people are in the ocean, they know they are in their country.
They belong to it. They don’t own it. They accept what it has to provide
whether a six-foot barrel or a two-foot break. Surf Rage? What’s that about,
that’s white man’s culture. We know there’s always another wave. Surfing’s
about being part of the wave. I have a shark tattoo on my body. This is to teach
me to keep my mind in check, to remind me that the ocean is superior to me and
that I shouldn’t try to conquer it.
Surfer Dhinawan G.1
Introduction
In recent years, Indigenous surfing has gained increasing momentum in
communities across Australia. Although Aboriginal surfers are subject to the marketing
conventions of mainstream surfing, my research shows a difference in philosophy and
practice, both in conceptions of the beach and in the practice of surfing. Throughout the
thesis, while simultaneously using a discursive analysis of the beach and surfing
cultures, I have returned to the methodological questions I raised in Chapter Two
concerning the application of categorical analysis (with regard to subcultures,
countercultures and the mainstream) and its usefulness in describing or analysing
cultural formations. In thinking about its efficacy, my research for Chapter Six further
complicates these strategies of categorisation as I will illustrate. Chapter Six proffers a
range of voices, histories, views and perspectives that narrate the beach and surfing in
ways that are different from those presented in previous chapters. As I suggested in the
introduction to this thesis, my intention in including these perspectives is not to produce
1
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of Wollongong, March, 2003.
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an ethnography of Indigenous knowledge that is subject to colonial scrutiny. Rather,
the aim is to facilitate the reproduction of counter-discursive articulations regarding
nation(s) and identity(s) while teasing out the connections between surfing, masculinity
and nation. I also consider how the distinctions of subculture, counterculture and
mainstream facilitate an understanding of how these connections are maintained.
Chapter Six commences with a Dreaming Story that narrates the origins of ocean and
human life along the south coast of New South Wales. This story sets up a
philosophical framework for the chapter whereby oral histories and cultural differences
in relation to surfing and beach practices can be articulated.

I introduce here research

into the growing Indigenous surfing movement in Australia and examine the
documentary film Surfing the Healing Wave made by a group of Aboriginal surfers
from the New South Wales North Coast. Surfing the Healing Wave offers a uniquely
Aboriginal representation of surfers, surfing practice and kinship relationships. It also
demonstrates a distinctive-ness in the process of documentary filmmaking, and in
particular, surfing video production.
The next section focuses on the locale of the New South Wales Illawarra and
South Coast region. Here, local South Coast elder Auntie Rita Timbery-Bennett tells
stories of the significance of the beach for her and details her account of growing up
near the ocean, and its cultural and philosophical import in relation to her identity as a
Wodi Wodi woman. Included here are transcriptions of views expressed by local
Aboriginal surfers, many of whom are involved with the Illawarra Koori Youth
Network, a group of youths who participate in and produce drama, art and traditional
dance. These surfers express the meanings the beach has for them and discuss surfing as
a distinctively Indigenous cultural practice. In addition, presented here are the surfing
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experiences of surfers residing at Oolong House, a drug and alcohol rehabilitation
centre at Nowra on the New South Wales south coast.
Wodi Wodi denotes what has come to be known as the area covering the
Illawarra from Helensburgh, just south of Sydney to Wreck Bay in the Jervis Bay
region, officially recognised as part of the Australian Capital Territory. It must be
noted, however, that within local Koori communities, there is some contestation about
the name “Wodi Wodi”, the area it encompasses, and its history. I make reference to
this for two reasons: firstly, as a mark of respect to those who relayed this information
to me orally during my research, and secondly, as a way of dismissing notions of
political unity that are often associated with Aboriginal cultures and Aboriginal
struggles. What can be confirmed is the extent of disruption and dislocation to many
coastal Indigenous clans that resulted from relentless colonial violence along the south
coastal region. By the mid-nineteenth century, many local clans had been decimated,
with the remaining people dispersed to other coastal locations, or in some instances,
inland. 2

However, as this chapter will demonstrate, Aboriginal histories are varied.

Their homogenisation by white historians, while providing information that can disrupt
white historical canons, can also serve to deflect the heterogeneity of Indigenous
histories and experiences, particularly the experiences of those affected to a lesser
degree by colonialism.
For the purpose of situating this chapter within a framework that acknowledges
cultural difference and foregrounds the non-western epistemology expressed to this
writer during her research, it is appropriate to begin with a Dreaming Story which tells
of the arrival of the Wodi Wodi totem, the whale, and the arrival of Aboriginal people to
2
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the Illawarra area.3 This story was narrated to the writer by Aunty Rita TimberyBennett, a local elder who grew up at “Hill Sixty” (discussed later), now called Port
Kembla, in Wollongong. In marking these origins, this chapter is oriented towards a
worldview that sets up a culturally specific premise for examining the beach and surfing
culture and its distinctive texts and practices.
Aunty Rita’s story is transcribed here as closely as possible to the way she
relayed it. It introduces this chapter in preference to an existing written version
compiled for the publication, Illawarra & South Coast Aborigines 1770-1850.4 I use
Aunty Rita’s version because it was a response to my questions regarding the
significance of the beach to her. In selecting this version, it is acknowledged that the
process of transcription, no matter how meticulous the transcriber attempts to be,
inevitably produces some changes which can detract from the intended meaning.
However, in this case, the transcribing of Aunty Rita’s story does not betray the
editorial intervention that is evident in the published version of the story.5 Aunty Rita’s
story was given to this writer during lunch at her home where she generously passed on
her knowledge with the assurance that it would be respected and recorded with care.
With this in mind, there is no attempt by the writer to interpret this story of origin
within a non-Indigenous context or to analyse its contents according to a western
framework of literary analysis.

3

Ibid., pp. iiv, iv.
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GangmanGan : The origins of the Illawarra as told by Aunty Rita TimberyBennett
Way, way, way back in the Dreamtime over in another part of the world, before
the people and animals came to Australia, whale was the only one who had a big canoe.
The others had small canoes but whale had the biggest canoe. The other animals
wanted to move away from where they were living and go and find a new land. Starfish
was whale’s best friend, so the other creatures said to starfish,
“Why don’t you distract whale’s attention while we steal his canoe. (When I tell that
story to kids it’s borrowing not stealing because we can’t teach kids to steal.)
So they said,
“We’ll borrow his canoe.”
So starfish said to whale,
“Ah look I can see you’re scratching, you’ve got a lot of lice and knots. Let me
take them off.”
And whale said,
“No no no, I’ve gotta keep my eye on my canoe”.
“Ah it’ll be right, I’ll look after it for you.”
So whale said “ok” and he laid down and starfish started scratching all these little
barnacles and lice and sea-lice and stuff like that off his head.
“Is my canoe all right?”
“Yes, yes your canoe’s alright. I’m looking after it.”
And starfish, he got a piece of bark and a stick and he banged on the bark with the stick
(tap tap tap).
“See there’s your canoe now.”
In the meantime all the other animals got into the canoe and they started paddling
away. The whale kept saying,
“Is my canoe alright?”
“Yeah, yeah.” And starfish kept tapping, “there’s your canoe.”
So anyway, whale said,
“Let me have a look. I’ve got to check it.”
And he jumped up and he saw on the horizon all the animals going off with his canoe.
“You dirty little rat, you let them steal my canoe,” whale said to starfish.
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And they started fighting. And whale punched starfish and starfish punched him back.
Whale bashed starfish up and he was so bedraggled from his fight, all the ends of his
arms were so raggedy and he just stayed on the bottom of the water and that’s where the
starfish remains today with that ragged appearance, just lying on the bottom of the
water. And also in the fight the whale was hit on the head with the stick the starfish
used to tap on the bark, and that’s why he’s got that water spurting out of his head
through the starfish banging him on the head and putting a hole in it.
Whale swam after the canoe and the other animals said,
“Quick, quick! The whale’s gaining on us”
. The koala said,
“I’m strong; I’ve got really strong arms.”
So he rowed, and they came to the mouth of a river which is now called Shellharbour
and they said,
“Let’s head towards that land.”
And they rowed up towards the entrance. And they said,
“Quick, quick! Let’s jump out. Whale’s nearly caught up with us.”
They all jumped off at the land and Brolga said
“Push me out and I’ll sink the canoe.”
So they all jumped off at the land and pushed Brolga out and he jumped up and down
on the canoe and put big holes in it until it sank. So when you go out there now you can
see Windang Island. It’s in the shape of a big, a huge canoe and that’s how the trees and
the grasses and the flowers grew over the huge canoe and that’s why it’s called
Ganmangan and that’s why the whales travel up and down the coast still, looking for the
big canoe. 6
~

~

~

~

~

~

Aunty Rita explained that the importance of this and other Dreamtime stories
from the local region is their “importance in maintaining the cultural links between the
past, present and future”:
6

Timbery-Bennett, Rita. This Dreaming story was relayed in an interview/conversation conducted at
Aunty Rita’s home, 8 June, 2004.
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When I tell this story to our kids, they love it because it’s about the ocean
and its connection to our people. Our kids love the ocean, whether it’s for
swimming or fishing or surfing. This story teaches them respect for the
humans who escaped the whale to come here and respect for the whale who
followed and also had a right to share the ocean. It also teaches them the
consequences for deception and teaches them that although all creatures
should be respected, some demand more respect than others because they
have greater knowledge. It teaches them the basis of our culture.7
This reflection on GangmanGan introduces local Aboriginal culture and its continuity
through the pedagogical methods of oral story telling. Aunty Rita’s application of story
telling as a means of transferring cultural values emphasises local histories, thereby
rebutting the notion of Aboriginality as monolithic. In privileging local, Wodi Wodi
history, encapsulated in “our people,” Aunty Rita sets in motion the concept of nations
integral to Aboriginal peoples. The term “nation,” as Irene Watson points out in her
discussion of the Nunga nation, carries specific meanings for Aboriginal people that sit
uncomfortably with the idea of the nation-state.8 What is also put in place by Aunty
Rita is the prominence of value systems, or knowledges that sit outside the realm of
western liberal humanist notions of social equity; the notion of giving more respect to
any living creature according to knowledge introduces a structure understood in western
knowledge systems as a social hierarchy, a system that is inequitable or undesirable:
respect, we are told, must be earned. Finally, Aunty Rita’s story, and her comments
about its usefulness to younger listeners, introduces the primacy of orality as a means of
disseminating the knowledge systems, histories and values of local national cultures.
The oral transmission of knowledge and information becomes, therefore, a way of
reinforcing belonging and identification with particular landscapes, seascapes, and

7

Timbery-Bennett, Rita. Interview/conversation conducted at Aunty Rita’s home, 8 June, 2004.
Watson, Irene. ‘’Aboriginal Laws and the Sovereignty of Terra Nullius, available at:
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nations. It imparts the knowledge required for self-representation and forms a basis for
cultural production.
Oral Histories, cultural production and self-representation
Oral historians should not ignore that the raw material of oral history consists
not just in factual statements, but is pre-eminently an expression and
representation of culture, and therefore includes not only literal narrations, but
also the dimensions of memory, ideology and subconscious desires.9
In the production of documentary film, representations of Aboriginality made by nonAboriginal filmmakers have historically been motivated by anthropological interests.
These have both described and defined Aboriginal people within a representational
model reflecting colonial ways of knowing and speaking about colonised subjects. As
Ian Anderson states
None of us has escaped the effects of false representation and invisibility.
We feel it every day when we come into contact with the dominant society.
We even feel it when we look in the mirror. Our experience of ourselves,
and of our Aboriginality, have been transformed by the representations.10
Anderson pinpoints the power of representation to construct Aboriginality since the
arrival of Europeans. He tracks the various forms of classification used to describe
Aboriginal people from depictions of the noble savage, to the “bent, distorted,
inebriated” image to the current “ochred, spiritual” image of Aboriginal people playing
the didjeridu that complements cultural tourism.11 Representations work as cultural
signs that produce and reproduce certain ideologies and power relations. What
Anderson marks are the limited forms of representations of Aboriginal people, still
widely circulated, that attempt to fix Aboriginal subjectivities for the colonial gaze. As
9
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he further notes, when non-recognition occurs, as it invariably does, the distorted image
produces a sense of invisibility. As Marcia Langton claims, making the other invisible
constitutes the “easiest and most ‘natural’ form of racism.”12
Nonetheless, despite the persistence of colonial representations of Aboriginal
people, these have always been challenged. This chapter is primarily concerned with
that challenge and the effects it can generate, both on dominant discursive formations
and on the power relations that inform their production. South Australian
anthropologist Peter Sutton claims that ethnographic film is a “one-way exploitation”
rather than a medium that is “actively used” by its subjects.13 But as Bryson et. al.
rightly point out, “one of the great ironies in ethnographic cinema has been the way in
which Aboriginal people have used non-Aboriginal filmmakers to convey their own
messages.” 14 Bryson et. al. note the manifold ways in which Aboriginal people,
excluded from the processes of self-representation, have strategically become
conversant with the fictional film canon, finding work as trainees in the area of film and
media production generally and gaining expertise in film literacy. But despite these
inroads, Mick Dodson signals his concern regarding the risks involved in Aboriginal
self-representation:
In making our self-representations public, we are aware that our different
voices may be heard once again only in the language of the alien tongue.
We are aware that we risk their appropriation and abuse, and the danger that
a selection of our representations will be used once again to fix
Aboriginality in absolute and inflexible terms … However, without our own
voices, Aboriginality will continue to be a creation for and about us.15
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Marcia Langton’s 1993 groundbreaking publication Well I heard it on the radio
and I saw it on the television16 provides an anti-colonial critique of approximately 6000
films representing Australian indigeneity produced by non-Indigenous filmmakers.
Langton speaks of the transformation of Aboriginal reality in film through the
invocation of myths and stereotypes and marks the way in which non-Indigenous
filmmakers have historically created white cultural identity through a particular
narrative style that reinforces colonial constructions of Aboriginality. As a mode of
cultural production and representational force, filmmaking is a powerful political
vehicle. Its artistic and technical production offers opportunities whereby interventions
can be made into the dominant lexicon of colonial representation. One of the more
prominent strategies for destabilising colonial stereotypes lies in the narrating process
itself.
The cultural importance of storytelling in a variety of mediums among many
Indigenous people continues to have significance in literary and film production as a
right won by the rise of the pan-Aboriginal movement in the late 1970s and 1980s.17
Oral storytelling is a powerful disruption to white historical canons because it
challenges the validity and authenticity of western history.18 Oral stories, memories,
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and histories, when incorporated into official histories, are usually transcribed using the
technologies of video and/or audio tape recordings that can be called upon to
corroborate transcriptions. Oral histories provide opportunities for self-representation
and, although mediated by technologies, transcriptions and often, translations, are vital
resources in challenging western hierarchies of knowledge. That their empirical
legitimacy remains a source of contention among white historians attests to their power
to disrupt these hierarchies.
The increase in Aboriginal film production reflects the rise in self-representation
that often uses memory and oral sources to structure its narratives. There are currently
twenty-four Indigenous Production companies in operation in Australia.19 Langton
states that the rise in film and video production constitutes a “minor social
revolution.”20 Since the 1990s, Indigenous production of film and video has continued
to rise as Aboriginal filmmakers increasingly take control of the means of production
and the various forms of textual representation. Huey Benjamin, one of the creators of
the surfing video Surfing the Healing Wave told me that, as a keen surfer himself, he
was interested in making a documentary film that provided “a positive Indigenous

on the basis that historical method is not being correctly applied or adhered to; that is, ‘other’ stories, it is
claimed, cannot be validated because they are largely unwritten or unable to be corroborated, and they
therefore exceed the boundaries of acceptable historiographic practice. This practice authorises
authenticity on the basis of evidence that can be empirically proven and evaluated according to traditional
historical methodologies. Objections to efforts towards a more inclusive historicity are informed by the
canonical status of white histories and their claims to infallibility. The contestation of traditional
historiography by members of that canonical formation has generated questions about the ‘truth’ and
‘facticity’ of white history but has, more importantly, also promoted previously unforeseen dialogue
about historical method and analysis. And fundamental to this inquiry are Indigenous traditions of orality
which posit a significant threat to western historiography and the discursive formation that structures
study in the humanities generally.
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story.”21 Bronwyn Lumby provides an insightful observation about the burgeoning
areas of Indigenous cultural production:
I think we are witnessing a shift in the representation of Indigenous people,
which is due mainly to the fact that representations are increasingly being
made by Indigenous people. We are therefore controlling how we see
ourselves and how we want to be seen by others. This change has begun to
channel viewers away from what we call the “poor bugger me” syndrome
that characterises Aboriginal people as victims. Of course Aboriginal
people are victims. But that’s not all they are. They are also survivors,
fighters, and challengers to the oppressive forces that have regulated and
represented them. Our job as cultural producers is to balance our
representations with an accurate history of colonial violence and an accurate
account of our tenacity in overcoming that violence. 22
Bronwyn’s words are an apt introduction to the documentary surfing film, Surfing the
Healing Wave, which presents a balance between these two representations of
Aboriginal experiences and responses to colonial force.
Surfing the Healing Wave
Since the 1970s various Indigenous film institutes have been created, offering
training programmes for the purpose of promoting self-representation and cultural
validation. Cinematic representation now covers a range of genres, not least of which is
documentary. Surfing the Healing Wave is a documentary film illustrating an annually
held Indigenous surfing competition. The creators of Surfing the Healing Wave are
surfers Huey Benjamin, Tim Burns and a group of Aboriginal surfers, the Slabb
brothers, from Fingal Bay on New South Wales’ north coast. Their production uses
film technology to project Indigenous surfing culture in a way that is distinct from
mainstream surfing film, as the following account of the film will demonstrate.
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The Slabb brothers, Kyle, Joel, Josh and Kaleb established the first surfing
school in Australia for Aboriginal children, encouraged by their father, Kevin Slabb,
who says “that way they not only get to use their skills, they also encourage others to
get into it.”23 The Slabb brothers teach Aboriginal culture through teaching surfing.
Surfing, like Aunty Rita’s story telling, thus becomes a pedagogical tool that both
teaches and proliferates culture. As Josh Slabb states, “some of the kids don’t practice a
lot of their culture, so we start by teaching them about the ocean, not just safety but the
significance of the ocean to our people.”24 Kevin Slabb began surfing over forty years
ago in Fingal and tells of the significance of the water to his family:
I’ve never ridden a surfboard, only a long board. That’s all that was around
in my day. My family and I grew up at the beach, we’re real saltwater
people. We’d go down to the water in the morning and spend all day
catching worms to feed to the pippies, which we’d eat all day long. All us
kids were crazy for the beach. Surfing was a natural progression for me and
my family. My boys just took to surfing. I didn’t have to push them into it.
I’m really proud of how well they’ve done. Josh was number ten on the
circuit for a while and is still in the top twenty. You have to remember
where we live. From our front door, we’ve got the choice of the ocean or
the creek. Either way you end up a water person.25
The first Indigenous surfing competition in Australia took place in 1993 at
Wreck Bay on the New South Wales south coast. Since then, as Kevin notes, “the
momentum kept going”, and in 1996 Fingal hosted its first contest. Surfing the Healing
Wave documents the events of the 1999 “Billabong Indigenous Surfing Invitational.” It
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was produced in 1999 by Ronin Films,26 an Australian film distribution company. The
film won the award for Best Australian Documentary at the 2000 “Real Life on Film”
festival. Produced by the Slabb brothers and directed by Huey Benjamin and Tim
Burns, Surfing the Healing Wave is about the annual Indigenous surfing contest at
Fingal Bay, referred to as the “Indigenous South Pacific Invitational.” Kyle Slabb
narrates the film. His father, Kevin Slabb, is the contest organiser. Indigenous surfers
from all over the South Pacific are invited to the event. They come from New Zealand,
Bali, Fiji, Tonga and Hawaii. Each country can have up to three participants in the
surfing events.
From the outset, Surfing the Healing Wave positions the audience to look at
surfing as an expression of Aboriginality; cultural practice and ritual are integral to the
film’s narrative structure. The opening sequences present a stunning montage of
images against the sound of Aboriginal music and song. They include glimpses of a
magnificent sunset on clear calm waters accompanied by the singing of an Aboriginal
male, male figures with culturally adorned legs crossing the land, feet running, hands
clapping against a backdrop of fire, a pelican in flight, surfers doing traditional dance
superimposed onto a scene of a surfer riding a wave. There are views of Fingal beach,
the surrounding bushland and the famous local Fingal lighthouse. An Aboriginal surfer
walks across the shore towards the ocean with his board as the narrator, Kyle Slabb,
introduces the viewer to his family:
I’m Kyle Slabb. We live here in Fingal, in between the river and the sea.
From our house, you can hear the waves when you wake up in the morning.
Most mornings if the conditions are good, me and my brothers go surfing.
My Dad and Mum, my brothers and sisters, my wife and children, all my in26
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laws, a lot of other relations, we all live here in Fingal. We grew up in the
salt water. My grandfather was a fisherman. My dad’s a fisherman and we
grew up with that and I think that even comes before surfing, like being at
the beach with Dad and then fishing all the time, we just progressed into
surfing.
Kyle’s introduction signifies the importance of the ocean as a site for work and
pleasure. He illustrates the significance of salt water and its capacity as a provider of
food, while also inviting the viewer to share the sound of the waves as part of his daily
life. He then sets out the parameters of the event, elaborating on its purpose and focus.
Kyle tells the viewer that
for more than 40,000 years, tribes and clans around Australia have been
gathering together to meet relatives, make friends and sort out our problems.
Since white people came to our country and did what they did it’s been a lot
harder for us to meet up together. This weekend Blackfellas are coming
from all over Australia and from across the Pacific for our big annual
surfing contest. We reckon it’s a good chance to get together again like the
old way.
Invoking the pre-colonial history of the “old way,” Kyle sets up the event and its
representation as tools for reinvigorating Indigenous cultures. As a backdrop to Kyle’s
narration, the sound of traditional music is heard and a map of Australia appears
depicting the traditional names of the area and its surrounds as he tells the viewer of his
family’s traditional cultural heritage:
We’re from the northern part of the Bundjalung tribe. It’s in the Nganduwal
area. Our name for Fingal is Bunningbar. Bunningbar means Place of the
Echidna. According to the whitefella’s maps we’re on the border of New
South Wales and Queensland.
The viewer is introduced to the terms of country and nation that are relevant to the
culture of the filmmakers and the film’s participants. Traditional place names and
kinship references frame the introduction of Bunningbar as a place of cultural
significance that is identified through the Dreaming. By contrast, “whitefella maps”
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and place names are subordinated. The setting up of place and its importance to
cultural histories introduces a framework for the film’s intervention into the generic
conventions of white mainstream surfing videos. Although this is ostensibly a surfing
video, it has little similarity to mainstream surfing videos, which, according to Huey
Benjamin, “bore the shit out of non-surfers.”27 Generally, mainstream surfing videos
adhere to what can be considered an extremely formulaic set of conventions; there is
little dialogue, they overwhelmingly feature male surfers and the surfing footage
usually accompanied by heavy rock music. The emphasis, then, is primarily
photographic expertise, an emphasis not absent in Surfing the Healing Wave, but, as
Huey Benjamin says,28 the makers of Surfing the Healing Wave also attempted to
depict surfing as a contemporary and exciting cultural practice that reflected what
were identified as the positive values of elders and others. These values are
incorporated into the narration as Kevin Slabb goes on to describe the importance of
community to Bundjalung people:
See, years ago, this area was a meeting place for tribal people. They used to
meet just over the back there. It was a pretty special place you know and
now in the twentieth century to have all our mob come here, it’s just a great
feeling, just to be part of it. Our people seem so fragmented. This is the
sort of event we need to bring our people together.
There is little said about surfing, or indeed the competition, at the beginning of
the film where the focus is primarily on the excitement of the gathering, the renewal of
ties and friendships and the possibilities for creating new friends among the visiting
surfers. The film captures the excitement and atmosphere of the event as people arrive
in cars and on planes, shake hands, embrace, and prepare for a gathering of loved ones,
a meeting of new people, and a celebration of Indigenous cultures. When the discussion
27
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turns to the competition, surfers Lucas Proudfoot and Ty Arnold draw comparisons
between other, non-Indigenous surfing contests and the event held at Bunningbar. This
is where both the event and its recording as a film come into view as distinctive from
white, mainstream surfing competitions and mainstream surfing videos. Lucas
Proudfoot emphasises the connectivity between friends and family. He states that this
event is
the only comp I look forward to all year really. I’ve surfed in a few other
competitions but this one’s good, you know, you get to be with all your
mates, all your cousins, your family, everyone’s just having a good time
surfing together, one big tribe surfing.
Mainstream preoccupations with mateship are subsumed as Lucas emphasises the
involvement of all family members. Mates do not take precedence; they are part of the
gathering but not its mainstay. Ty Arnold comments on the relaxed atmosphere of the
contest and compares it to mainstream surfing competition, noting that
in a normal contest they always wanna win, they gotta win, gotta win, gotta
win, but, like, in an Indigenous contest, it doesn’t really matter. You just lay
back and just relax and if you get knocked, you get knocked.
Ty’s use of the term “normal” can be read as an ironic misuse, considering what is
being foregrounded as normal in this context. He is undermining the importance of
winning; in fact, he is signalling what he sees as its abnormality and emphasising the
cultural specificity of this event for Aboriginal people and its potential for bringing
family and friends together. This deliberate intervention into white cultural
preoccupations with ‘normality’ marks one of the many points in the film where
contested knowledges, pedagogies and practices are given precedence over mainstream
cultural forms. Kyle Slabb amplifies Ty’s subversion of the mainstream
competitiveness central to the production of white masculinities:
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I don’t like competition much, not surfing competition. I only go surfing for
fun mostly, this is the only competition that I’ll go in … just for the other
side of it, you know, just getting together, blackfellas from everywhere.
The camera focuses on the beach as it fills with participants, visitors, families and
spectators. There are scenes of surfers heading for the beach, arriving on Qantas planes,
surfboards being sanded and waxed and loaded onto cars. Kyle continues to challenge
mainstream surfing practice as he juxtaposes the Indigenous surfing ‘competition’ with
the notion of communal enjoyment and celebration:
Most contests are about winning and losing. Fellows trying to beat each
other and knock each other out, the last fella wins. But this Indigenous
contest when you just see everyone on the beach the first morning, just
blackfellas everywhere, you’re just happy that everyone’s there. Good
feeling. And it’s not just the surfers that come, it’s their mums and dads,
aunties and uncles, old people there, kids running everywhere. They’re all
here to cheer on their families and friends. They’re all part of the whole
thing, the celebrations.
Captured here is the most potent point of departure from mainstream surfing films and
their representations of surfing, masculinity and nation. What is broken down is the
western distinction between public and private spheres, between competitive masculine
enterprise and family, between a public professional identity and a private familial
identity. Contested knowledges are marshalled as the producers validate their own truth
claims, histories and cultural priorities.
The use of filmmaking techniques has been carefully considered in this
production to emphasise culture as something that incorporates surfing rather than
representing surfing as a culture in and of itself. The opening ceremony of the contest
begins with some young Aboriginal males playing the didgeridoo, followed by Balinese
surfers performing traditional Balinese dance to music. Next, Maori surfers perform
their traditional song and dance and finally a group of young Aboriginal males in
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traditional dress sing and dance as the crowd claps and cheers. The only trace of
mainstream, international surfing that can be detected is a Billabong logo on one of the
tents. Kevin Slabb takes the microphone and begins his opening address to the crowd,
summoning the participants for the ritual opening water ceremony and telling them
we can’t forget the past. In the future we’ve got to get along with life and
that’s where it starts, in the heart of the individual, so what I’m going to do
now is to ask each one to come up and tell us where the water’s from in
those little bottles you have, then we’re going to ask you to paddle out and
you’re going to hold hands and you’re going to mix them together out
beyond the break.
Each surfer carries a small bottle of water brought from his country and each rides out
on his surfboard to form a circle with the others and join hands. Paying homage to their
respective countries, the surfers ceremonially pour the waters of their homelands into
the waters of Bunningbar. This moving display of collaboration and cultural respect
and equity provides a spiritual dimension often referred to in mainstream surfing texts
but not articulated in practice or ritual. Kevin Slabb opens the ceremony officially with
a prayer calling on all to
join hands and we as a people will join our hearts together for this event.
We’re here for a great time and all the competitors. It’s great to win but
even greater still to be a part of this event. Put them waters in the ocean.
The Billabong Indigenous Surfing Invitational is underway.
The waters brought from many lands are poured into the Pacific, symbolically
acknowledging cultural differences, and differences of nation, while announcing respect
for the host nation, Bunningbar. This moment is one of reverence where differences are
neither subsumed nor diluted but retain their distinctiveness through ritual and through
the power of narration. For a viewer familiar with the conventions of mainstream
surfing videos, there is an expectation that the competition will now begin and that
endless shots of surfers will dominate the screen. But instead the viewer is jolted as the
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surfers riding across the waves are accompanied by the voice of Kyle Slabb, whose
focus returns to history, culture, and land:
We have a connection to our land because we rely on the land. Where white
people think you have to look after the land, in traditional life the land looks
after you, you have that dependence on the land and I suppose that
connection’s still strong. We still fish and we still hunt in the area and when
you’re taken away from that, it’s like you’re missing something. Since the
European invasion, blackfellas everywhere been fighting to get their land
back. A lot of battles have taken place here in Fingal.
As Kyle speaks, the camera pans between surfers riding waves and the beach, where
contest judges can be seen working on a laptop as they prepare to score and judge the
surfers. The inclusion of modern technology in the context of expressions of traditional
cultural dance, ritual and music, exemplifies an editorial choice that, as the film intends,
demonstrates the adaptability and expertise of Aboriginal people in areas of introduced
technology. An indigenous colleague explained it to me it thus:
We are space age blackfellas. We have always adapted to technology and
used it for our own purposes. The use of this and its display in a surfing
video is just another example of how we deploy at will whitefella
knowledge to promote and foreground our own culture and our own
knowledge.29
These words demonstrate not only the durability of Aboriginal people, but also,
the creative and political use to which technologies can be applied as a decolonising
force. Echoed here is Michel de Certeau’s reference to the ways that Indian peoples
subverted colonial laws and practices by turning them into culturally relevant tools:
Indigenous filmmakers have similarly “made” the “rituals, representations, laws”30 into
something different by taking the one dimensional genre of the mainstream surfing film
and making it dynamic and multi-dimensional. This deliberate reconfiguring of
mainstream surfing video’s generic conventions is further demonstrated as the camera
29
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moves to a scene entirely out of sequence with the surfing event. The viewer sees Kyle
Slabb walking across his land talking about the local flora. Kyle shares with the viewer
his knowledge of the local supply of fresh water, picking and tasting certain plants.
“You won’t have to dig too far”, Kyle states, “whitefellas landed on the coast and
couldn’t find fresh water. There’s fresh water everywhere.” This scene moves again
from the spectacle of surfing to an image of Kyle and other members of a local
Aboriginal group who are dressed and adorned according to traditional Bundjalung
style. As they dance and sing the songs of their country, Kyle Slabb recalls the history
of Aboriginal people prior to invasion and begins to articulate the effects of colonial
policy:
Aboriginal people, they say, came down from up the top, round New
Guinea, Indonesia way, they say, up to forty thousand years ago but white
man came to Australia about two hundred years ago and took over, forced a
lot of Aboriginal people out of their country, on to reserves and missions.
Continuing to contest official history, Kyle asserts other narratives that tell of
the effects of sand mining on Aboriginal culture at Buningbar. Sand mining occurred
on the Fingal coast 30 years ago, Kyle tells the audience, and caused devastation to
Aboriginal sacred sites as the sacred bones of ancestors were dug up and exposed. He
tells the viewer that his father often had to re-bury the bones that came to the surface
during the mining:
Every time the wind used to blow up, they had to come up and bury the
bones. They destroyed a lot of important sites and places that will never be
the same again. Our people have won some land rights here but no matter
how many times you win there’ll always be some fella trying to take it back
off you.
The emphasis on the importance of land and its degradation due to colonial rule
politicises this “surfing video” and places surfing in the context of a set of struggles that
continue to affect the lives of Aboriginal people. In other words, surfing as a dominant
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white cultural practice is severed from its white, national associations and reconstituted
as a tool for decolonisation. Throughout the film, the colonial struggles of Aboriginal
people are continually brought into focus, although what makes the narrative structure
so powerful is that these representations are balanced by frequent assertions of cultural
pride and endurance. There are a few shots of surfers but, overwhelmingly, the camera
focuses on families, children playing and laughing, and participants and older relatives
enjoying each other’s company. From the opening ceremony where the surfers paddle
out to begin the contest, there is a space of ten minutes before any further reference to
surfing is made; the space between is entirely devoted to Aboriginal histories, oral
recollections, the significance of land and the importance of maintaining cultural
tradition. After the discussion about land mining, the camera moves to some old black
and white photographs of Aboriginal children. Kevin Slabb is seen leafing through a
photograph album, recalling his own personal history as his son Kyle speaks about the
compulsory preening of children’s hair with sugar and water to make them look neat
and clean for the “authorities”. These were government employees who periodically
and randomly checked up on Aboriginal families. “They’d dress them up real neat so
the authorities would have no excuse to take them away,” says Kyle. Kyle continues,
passing on the knowledge given to him by his elders:
we look after our kids different to white people. Because we weren’t
looking after them like white people, they thought that wasn’t good enough
so they took our kids away, tried to grow them up like white people. They
never really got treated like white people.
Passed-down memories of past practices of hygiene inspectors resonate. As I write
reports of a “mutual obligation” agreement between Aboriginal people and government
authorities are currently being debated in Australia. It is reported that the Mulan people
of the Kimberly region in Western Australia have been offered a deal whereby a much273

needed petrol pump will be supplied to the local area if certain provisos are met. These
include the daily showering and twice-daily face washing of children, which have been
proposed as practices that will reduce the incidence of disease, particularly infectious
diseases that are causing Aboriginal children to go blind.31 Regardless of the official
‘overturning’ of the old hygiene policy, its colonial rhetoric maintains a threatening
force. Aboriginal film production, as well as other modes of Indigenous cultural
production, function to confront this persistent discourse. Films such as this act as
statements of power that rebuke colonial authority by asserting cultural pride; Kyle
Slabb’s statement, “we look after our kids different to white people” not only instates
cultural pride, but is a declaration of resistance to white authority.
Past, present and future are deliberately blurred and at times distorted in this
film. Kyle narrates his father’s past as references to the future are given with regard to
the future generations of surfers. Aboriginal woman Margie Mills runs a coaching
school for young female surfers. Margie sees surfing as a way of instilling confidence
that is about participation rather than competing:
they are our future and if we don’t give them the confidence to be involved
in things then we won’t have the representation of Aboriginal or Islander
people. If we can give them as much confidence to be involved in things,
it’s good for our people. While they’re keen and young encourage them to
have a go just for the fun of it, no emphasis on competing and winning and
all that sort of thing and doing it because you have to be good at it.
Aboriginal girls can be seen learning about balance and the use of the surfboard. The
focus on girl surfers, particularly in a surfing documentary about male contestants, gives
this film another unique point of departure from mainstream surfing film where women
are either absent altogether or represented only for their physical appeal. A mainstream
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local production, for example, Illawarra Chronicles,32 demonstrates the genre of surfing
videos with lengthy repetitive shots of surfers riding waves, a complete absence of
dialogue and the occasional shot of a “beach-based distraction” walking across the sand.
While mainstream surfing videos are interested in surfer’s individual prowess, Surfing
the Healing Wave contests the criteria of individual competitiveness and places
competition in a cultural context. Western Australian surfer Ken Dann has represented
Australia five times in various international events and was part of the team that took
out the World Indigenous title in France.33 Ken highlights the importance to Indigenous
surfers of cultural competitiveness rather than individual competition:
I very often see an Aboriginal surfer travelling around the world. They
probably have the same approach as everyone else. Sometimes we might be
a little bit hungrier because we’re trying to prove a point we can do it as
well, that white people can’t just do everything.
Competition is taken up further by local elder Joyce Summers who relates it to the
personal history of her family, recalling that “years ago, in tribal days, we used to have
competitions. Men would have their competitions and women would have their
competitions.” Joyce draws on her own personal history, comparing tribal competitions
with the way things are being done in the surfing contest. She also articulates the
cultural divisions of gender within Aboriginal societies that are based on cultural
protocol and ritual as opposed to a structure of male dominance.
The theme of competition is continued and Kyle Slabb effectively undermines
mainstream surfing’s contemporary approach to competitive surfing, suggesting instead
subservience to the wave:
Some fellas, they talk about ripping the wave to pieces. I reckon the wave
tells you what to do, just catch the wave and ride the wave, flow with what
32
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the wave’s doing and if you get a good score for it, well that’s good, if you
don’t, you had a good time ridin’ the wave.
Kyle’s relaxed view of the contests is accompanied by a series of shots of each
competitor riding waves accompanied by commentary from the contest organiser. The
winners of the first heat are announced and the film returns its focus to Aboriginal
histories as local elder Joyce Summers talks about the disconnection that many young
Aboriginal people feel from their communities:
Aboriginal people and Torres Strait Islander people often don’t access
services simply because they don’t like them because of what’s been
done in the past. Europeans, they put us in missions, they split us up and
a lot of us lost our family and our links so this is one way of connecting
us all up again …
Joyce articulates the question of cultural identity that is central to the film’s message.
She notes the anxiety felt by many Aboriginal people whose dislocation from culture is
often a result of skin colour:
In Aboriginal culture, they’re very fair some of our kids. They get a bit lost
you know: am I white or am I black? But when they go to the comp they
know where they are, they’re Indigenous, they know who they are.
Disarticulating skin colour as a signifier of indigeneity, Joyce affirms the
cultural tenets of Aboriginality, disarming the ideology of colonialism that produced the
sense of lost identity felt by many of the kids. As Joyce sits with Kevin Slabb talking of
the importance of linking up Aboriginal people, Kevin, laughing, refers to the “black
grapevine” and its ubiquity “all over Australia” as a means of reconnecting people.
Reinforcing notions of orality, Joyce and Kevin mark the efficiency of Aboriginal
cultural practices. Gavin Dickinson, a surfer from Cabarita in Sydney, speaks of the
origins of the Buningbar surfing competition and its positive effects for him as a
competent surfer:
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It started with the first contest at Wreck Bay. Meeting all the different
people starting to surf with a lot of Aboriginal blokes that I’ve met and just
having a great time and not being ashamed and everyone really getting off
on the culture even just playing didgeridoo and playing the clapsticks, you
just wanna check it out. In my wildest dreams I never thought about
anything like this. In 1994 a group of us got invited to go to Hawaii and that
was probably the biggest thrill of my life and that was through linking up
with the Aboriginal surfers. That’s opened up a huge door for me that I
never thought would ever happen.
Again, surfing is measured according to its capacity to culturally unite and reunite, to
provide a connection to identity and opportunities for recognition. Gavin also articulates
the idea of shame, as do others on this film. Like others, he contrasts it with cultural
pride. To the sound of the didgeridoo, Gavin continues:
It’s like an inner feeling that comes out. You don’t know it’s there and
something’ll spark it off and you just feel so proud and so strong. I get
really emotional. I can get really sad, get really happy, there’s so much to
learn.
Shots of all the contestants riding boards are shown, each in the category of his
country. Matia Waga from Fiji, explains to the viewer that in Fiji surfing is a relatively
new practice:
In Fiji, you know that we’re from the sea but surfing’s really new to us.
Elders never did this. But we like it, enjoy surfing, having fun.
Maori surfer Steve Ria takes surfing out the realm of white competitive sport and
reintroduces it into the framework of Indigenous artistic expression, claiming “surfing
for us is an art, you know it’s not what you’re racking up points for and so forth.”
Another Maori participant in the event, Nuka Nash agrees, claiming further that this
event is “the way the surfing should be, just free and artistic, no rules, no establishment,
yeah it’s just a canvas, we’re the paintbrushes.” Surfer Dhinawan’s words about the
ocean and its significance as part of Aboriginal culture differ. To him, the ocean is not
only a canvas, but also the determinant of what can be written on to the canvas. In
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Dhinawan’s view, the ocean demands acquiescence to its authority. He explained to me
that the ocean demands respect:
You flow with it because it’s superior to you. When Aboriginal people are
in the ocean, they know they are in their country. They belong to it. They
don’t own it. They accept what it has to provide whether a six foot barrel or
a two-foot break.
Despite these differing views, the idea of the ocean as a canvas and of surfing as
an art demonstrate knowledge of the ways in which art is capable of transforming social
relations through an aesthetic of visuality. Art is seen as a free-flowing expression with
a potential for disturbing the status quo. To this end, it signifies an intervention into
colonial relations of power and designates a space whereby a more meaningful
representation can be effected.
As the heat ends, surfers come out of the water and shake hands with one
another. The camera now moves to shots of the Slabb family males spear-fishing on the
local river. Kyle and his brother Josh are seen together at dusk and Kyle speaks of the
way he sees a gradual change occurring, saying “there was a lot of lies told to keep
covered what happened … it’s just starting to come to the surface.” As Kyle recalls the
lies and atrocities of colonialism, he returns the viewer to Aboriginal culture as the
group perform traditional dance and song once again. Kyle tells the audience that “a lot
of dances are about hunting, things you need in your life to survive so that’s a way of
passing down that knowledge.” Dance and song are put into the same category as
surfing: practices that can pass on useful knowledge that will enhance the culture and
ensure its durability. As the song and dance continue, Kyle gives voice to the stories
being performed, telling the viewer of the eagle hunting and how it brings messages to
the people telling them that the fish are coming. “People don’t realise how complex
Aboriginal society is,” he says; “the tribe next door’s got a completely different style of
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singing and language and dance.” Kyle continues as the camera moves from shots of
fire to the ocean:
There’s things that you can’t tell anyone and you can’t show anyone and you
don’t wanna present the Aboriginal culture as a showpiece. You wanna educate
people so that Aboriginal people get the respect. We don’t wanna let our culture
and our people become like museum pieces or showpieces like they have in the
past.
This voiceover accompanies magnificent shots of the surfers taken during the semifinals. Each is identified according to his country. The camera moves between surfers
and spectators, capturing the excitement of the moment. Then surfers are seen on the
beach, shaking hands with one another as semi-final winners are announced. Little is
made of this as the camera moves straight away to Margie Mills and the girl surfers, as
once again the notion of shame is discussed in connection to Aboriginality:
This is about trying to get them to overcome that. Being ashamed and getting up
in front of people. I think that’s a big step for Indigenous kids. For many years
we’ve been that way, fear of being embarrassed. But I think me being female
helps and encourages them to be involved and do it for fun You just do it for fun
and if you fall down, it’s no big shame ‘cos everyone else is doing it.
The next scene is of Margie showing her students a video of their performance. The
participants are clearly enjoying the spectacle. They watch each other’s efforts, laughing
every time a pupil is seen falling off a surfboard. The film can be seen as not only a
distinctive cultural expression of surfing, but also as pedagogical tool that functions to
impart certain philosophies, ideologies and cultural meanings relevant to Indigenous
people. The video’s difference from mainstream surfing films featuring competitions
lies in its ability not to teach about surfing but to teach through surfing. The focus is on
communality rather than individuality. Ideologically, the film articulates a set of
philosophies that are incongruent with mainstream emphases on individual prowess,
competition and being “the best.” It is aware of the sense of achievement that comes
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from winning; however, this sense has as its focal point the notion of communal
recognition and validation rather than national acclaim. Nations and countries replace
concepts of a singular nation or country in the very framing of the event. The powerful
contestation between communality and individualism pluralises ideas of nation and
country at local, national and global levels as Indigenous surfers from many places
assert a culturally different approach to competitiveness.
The camera moves to what the viewer sees as a new day, the day of the surfing
finals. To this point, as illustrated, there has been little emphasis on surfing. This
continues. The winner of the semi-finals, Ken Dann from Western Australia, is the
favourite to win. Surfers are shown riding waves and attempting and achieving the
manoeuvres required for a good score. At this moment, the viewer sees a collision in
the water between two surfers riding the same wave. Ty Arnold and Ken Dann, whose
scores were similar, collide; coming off their boards and making the judges’ decision a
difficult one. The deliberations can be seen and the outcome is explained to the two
surfers who have come on to the beach. The decision is announced: Ty had
unfortunately caused interference to Ken. The two surfers say “cool” and shake hands
as Ken Dann is announced as the winner of the contest. Kyle Slabb states his view of
the way the winner is determined:
I reckon myself the ocean decides the winner on the day. Every surfer’s different
you know, everyone’s got their own style and the ocean don’t care what colour
you are or how good you can surf.
Craig Clark, the contest’s technical director gives his impressions of the Indigenous
South Pacific Invitational, stating that it’s like no other contest he’s attended. “The
feeling right from the opening ceremony all the way through, it’s really positive,” he
says; “there’s something different, something really special about it.” Margie Mills
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adds, “there has been a lot of things going on with cultures torn about in various ways.
This event is just one of the many ways to help the healing process.” As the contest
draws to an end, people can be seen sitting on grass and listening to music, watching
dancing, and singing. As in the film’s opening scenes, the ocean and lighthouse are
seen as the camera moves to a shot of Kyle Slabb walking with his small son and
reflecting as he teaches his son the Indigenous names of the local flora:
This land here won’t never be the same as it was. It’ll grow back but not the
same. The birds that sang to the old people, some of them won’t ever come
back. Some animals that were here for them, they’ll never come back and
be here for us. But, it’ll grow back the best it can and that’s just like us.
We can’t go back to the way we lived before Europeans came no matter
how much we might want to. We just have to go on getting stronger as a
people. One day whitefellas and people all around the world might see that
we’ve got something.
The film closes with a view of beach and the sound of Aboriginal song set to Island
music. Cultural identity in Surfing the Healing Wave becomes a reservoir through
which Aboriginal surfing experience and Aboriginal familial relations flow. Gender
relations are represented in terms that are anathema to mainstream surfing film where,
unless specifically about female surfers, women are either absent or part of the
spectacle. In the many mainstream surfing documentary films featuring male
contestants I have viewed during this research, none paid any attention to familial or
domestic relations. Surfing the Healing Wave depicts the domestic, the familial, and the
pedagogical role of women as crucial to the teaching of Aboriginal cultural identity.
Unlike white, mainstream surfing, in this video the delineation of gender roles is not
underpinned by inequitable power relations; on the contrary, both genders assume
representational importance, both as storytellers and pedagogues. Even though the
competition is a male contest, crucial to the success of the day is the presence of
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women, not merely as “beach-based distractions” but as active participants in the
creation and maintenance of culture. The demarcation between men’s and women’s
social relations within Aboriginal cultures, unlike the distinctions in western cultures, is
formed according to land, belonging, Dreaming and ritual practice rather than on the
sexual division of labour. Dhinawan explained this demarcation, stating “some beaches
are women’s beaches. Like the birth places for Akawal women. If men go to these
beaches without a woman, they could come to harm. Women’s country must be
respected. Like men’s country.” 34
In addition to the various narrative devices used to make Surfing the Healing
Wave, the filmmakers have also made choices in regard to the use of light and camera
angles. Light is used in specific ways in relation to the spatial and temporal dimensions
of the film and is particularly effective in scenes projecting Aboriginal song and dance.
In these scenes, colour is muted and the viewer is invited into a landscape beyond the
present of the surfing contest. Nighttime scenes are interspersed with the brightness of
the sunny days of the contest, giving an effect of timelessness, a device that can be read
as a deliberate intervention into western notions of linearity. Choices regarding the
incidence and placement of particular scenes reinforce particular cultural perspectives
that are absent in mainstream surfing film.
As claimed previously, Surfing the Healing Wave upsets the conventions of
mainstream surfing videos. Bryson et. al. note a characteristic of modern Indigenous
filmmaking:
In Aboriginal film, there is an increasing tendency to focus on broadening
the narrative scope of Australian cinematography to telling many of the
stories that have been omitted from those mythologies of place created in
34
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colonial times and to contesting those colonial myths which survive with
renewed vigour in the present climate of Euro-chauvinism.35
Surfing the Healing Wave testifies the power of Aboriginal filmmaking. Shot through
with oral histories, memories and personal reflections, the film is remarkably different
from mainstream surfing films. It does not only disrupt a dominant generic form but
reconfigures it to produce a new multi-generic form: the Aboriginal surfing film. This
new form deploys filmmaking technology to immerse the viewer in the histories,
countries and memories of its participants. Temporal sequences flit back and forth.
History is recalled, brought into the present. The future is visualised through the past.
The film’s hopefulness is a testament to enduringness and resistance. Oral storytelling
is the basic narrating strategy and narratives are personal and political. There is no use
for corroborating myths of country or nation in the white conventional sense; the film’s
episteme is outside of a white framework, discursively informed by non-white
experiences and yet also marked by the discourses of colonialism that position its
producers and participants.

Although the struggles of Aboriginal people constitute a

central part of the narrative structure, the film gives equal emphasis to the notion of
cultural pride. The dominant message of the film is that, despite the historical and ongoing violence of colonialism, Aboriginal people refuse to abnegate their cultural
heritage and cultural pride. This powerful message marks this film as a uniquely
Aboriginal signifying practice. It is an example of how cinematic representations can
be political statements that refuse the terms of colonialism, both in their imposition on
the day-to-day lived reality of Aboriginal people and in their dictation of the generic
terms of cultural production.
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Wodi Wodi country: Local beaches and their significance for local Aboriginal
people
Like the Bunningbar region of the Bundjalung people, the Illawarra and New
South Wales South Coast beaches represent to local Aboriginal communities the stories
and histories of pre-colonised culture. The coastline encompassing the Wodi Wodi
region stretches from Helensburgh, south of Sydney, to Wreck Bay and covers large
tracts of sacred Indigenous land. Local beaches attract an increasing interest in surfing
by Aboriginal youth. Kuradji Sandon Point is a beach in the Wodi Wodi region located
between Thirroul and Bulli on the New South Wales south coast. A breathtakingly
beautiful beach frequented by surfers, Sandon Point is described in a mainstream
magazine Surfing Life as "the Gong's crown jewel.”36 The wave quality of this beach is
described on a mainstream surfing website as “regional classic.”37 Kuradji Sandon
Point has been the site for an ongoing political battle in recent years. It is a sacred site
for local Aboriginal people. It covers an area of burial ground and significant Dreaming
tracks and middens. Local Indigenous groups and supporters have waged a consistent
battle to “save Sandon Point”, a campaign that has been promoted through local surfing
organizations and through the erection of a permanent tent embassy and picket line for
over three years in an effort to stop the medium-density housing plans of Sydney-based
developer, Stockland Trust. Despite official recognition of the site as endangered by the
Australian Council of National Trusts, in November 2003, the Stockland Trust Group
succeeded in their efforts to develop the waterfront.
Local beaches have particular, significant meanings for local Aboriginal people.
Wodi Wodi elder Aunty Rita Timbrey-Bennett stresses the connection to the ocean that
36
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local Aboriginal people feel as a focal point of their Indigenous heritage. “We are
ocean people,” she says, “it’s as simple as that.” “The waters here are part of our
Dreaming and they are of great significance to us.” Aunty Rita recalls with fondness
her memories of local beaches:
The beach was our larder. We grew up by the beach and we enjoyed all it
had to offer. We ate lobster, prawns, pipis and mussels and many don’t
realise that our people were expert gardeners and produced plenty of good,
fresh vegetables. So we ate well. The best seafood and the best vegetables.
Now when I look at the beach around the area I grew up, in Port Kembla, I
feel such a sadness because we had a wonderful time there as kids before
the second world war, before the air force people moved us from Hill Sixty
near Port Kembla so they could use that land to patrol the ocean for
submarines. Yes, the beach to us was a big, plentiful larder. My mob had
the fishing rights for that area given to them by the colonial officers in
Sydney at the turn of the twentieth century.38
Aunty Rita’s words are illuminating, expressing not only the uniqueness of her own
personal history, but also debunking the view that Indigenous histories and experiences
must all be similar:
We didn’t all have the same experiences and this is what people need to
understand. Of course there was violence and hardship. People were taken
away and put on missions but there was never a mission at Hill Sixty in Port
Kembla. Most of the Aborigines living there knew who they were and led
productive lives. The colonial authorities left us alone. We were lucky.
We always knew we were lucky though because we knew what happened to
so many of our people. But it’s important that the stories of survival get
told, not just those of pain and hardship. Hill Sixty was called “Red Point”
by Captain Cook, you know. That’s because when he sailed up the coast, all
he could see was the red lights from our people’s camp fires.
Red Point was officially renamed Port Kembla in 1892 when the port began to be used
to transport coal from the region.39 The word “Kembla”, according to the local
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Aboriginal history compiled by Michael Organ, means “mountain” or “two heads,”40
however, local Aboriginal people still refer to this area as Hill Sixty. Hill Sixty and the
nearby Coomaditchy Lagoon are places of cultural significance for many local
Aboriginal people. Coomaditchy was the site for the “official camps” where Aboriginal
people were sent during their enforced removal from Hill Sixty. This occurred during
the early 1940s, as Aunty Rita notes, when it was decided by the white authorities that
Hill Sixty would make a suitable wartime defence post. Consistent efforts were made
prior to this period to dislocate local Aboriginal people, although despite these active
programmes of enforced removal, many managed to resist and defied authorities until
the army was brought in.41 Prior to their forced expulsion, local Aboriginal people had
maintained an unbroken association with this country stretching back to pre-invasion
times.42 Hill Sixty was a primary site for local Aboriginal beach life. Local Aboriginal
women record the oral histories of many of the surviving families of this area in a
publication entitled Aboriginal Women’s Heritage.43 Contributor Muriel Davies recalls
“we lived at Hill Sixty until the Second World War broke out and the Army moved us
off in a big Army truck.”44 Like Aunty Rita, Muriel recalls: “we never went hungry.
Our weekends would always consist of at least one walk to the beach and to the rocks to
gather pipis and muttonfish, which is also known as abalone. When we got to the beach
we had to crawl through the barbed wire where the soldiers had put it right along the
Port Kembla beach because of the threat that the Japanese were going to invade Hill
40
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60.”45 Louise Davies remembers, “from the age of five years I was harvesting the
shellfish I collected,” and Sue Henry adds, “when I was really little I didn’t play with
dolls, I pushed live lobsters around in a doll’s pram.”46 As Aunty Rita acknowledges,
“Aboriginal parents were very clever because they sent their kids out to work
(harvesting seafood) .You got oysters when the tide was right out there from Hill
Sixty.”47
When I spoke with Aunty Rita, I asked her what she thought of the way the
beach is used to promote Australianness and to produce national identity and she
explained to me:
it’s all about different histories. White Australians just see it as a playground.
For my people, it was a life source. It was our food supply and we respected
what it had to offer and were careful how much we took from it. It’s all about a
different worldview. The beach owns us, it gives us life. We have no right to
exploit it. For white Australians, it’s different. The beaches right along the
south coast are sacred to us, our middens are there. Some are now in the ocean
because of the last ice age when the waters rose and covered them over. The
beach is our history. We played there as well, like other kids, we swam and
played in the water. We never surfed though, not that I can remember. But I
know a lot of our boys are into surfing now. And some of our girls.
Aunty Rita instates an oppositional view, of history, of country, and of Aboriginal
identity. Her words dismiss the central ideals of white national identity, refuting the
notion that the beach is merely “a playground.” She inscribes the beach with history
and cultural import, revering it as a site of mythical, symbolic and physical sustenance
that directs culture in opposition to the view that it is a site upon where culture is
written, practiced and inscribed. The Aboriginal surfers who responded to the
questionnaire gave similar views. Although the responses are often inflected with the
lexicon of white, mainstream surfing - for example, the terms “freedom” and “free” are
45
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frequently used - they are contextualised by the subjectivities of the respondents, who
give an assortment of views regarding surfing, but when asked about the beach,
invariably connect it to a sense of belonging or not belonging. As one respondent said,
“my mob are from inland so it doesn’t mean the same for me.” The recognition that
another surfer may have a stronger connection because it is his country is evidence of
the centrality of place in the production of Aboriginal subjectivities. So when another
surfer describes the beach as “home,” the meaningfulness of this term is explicated only
in its specific cultural context; home is history, belonging, and the knowledge of where
one fits. The vigorous resistance used by Aboriginal subjects to contest dominant
power is exemplified by the surfers’ response to the question regarding the beach as a
place of “social equality,” discussed by various non-Aboriginal commentators in the
movie The Beach. The national tenet of egalitarianism was challenged and repudiated
by many respondents, a significant number of who did not dignify the idea with much
consideration and dismissed it as “crap.”
During this research, I spoke with some Aboriginal surfers and ex-surfers who
reside at Oolong House in Nowra.48 Ashley from Nowra told me that “the beach offers
food and shelter” and that it is “a strong part of my Aboriginal identity because this area
round the beaches here is my Dreaming, so when I’m surfing I’m part of something
that’s been here since our Creation.” Derek from Wallaga Lake echoes the Surfing the
Healing Wave’s concept of healing:
Surfing keeps me fit, that’s what I like about it most, or what I did like about it.
When I stopped surfing I started doing things I shouldn’t, but now I’ve started
going again, it’s like it heals my spirit or something. Y’see us fellas never
harmed ourselves before whitefellas came here. They bought all this lifestyle
and pain and suffering to blackfellas. My family’s scattered all over the place,
most of them don’t know where they come from or who they are. And when
48
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you’re a kid, especially when you’re a young man, you have to have an idea of
who you are. That’s why a lot of our young fellas drink and do drugs and sniff
petrol and stuff, they’ve got no culture so they just use whitefella ways and it’s
not our way. It hurts us. Yeah, surfing helps me get back to who I am. Even if
I’m by myself it connects me back.49
Derek’s words speak of a type of cultural sickness that is a historical effect of the
practices of separation and enforced cultural dislocation.

Derek encapsulates the

ongoing effects of colonial policies that continue to produce not only the physical
symptoms of illness, but also the depletion of self-identity that is so often a by-product
of substance addiction. And Derek pinpoints precisely the problem in his words, “it’s
not our way”. Russell originally from Taree, replies to Derek, offers a different
viewpoint that in many ways echoes the dominant liberal-humanist ideas of
individualism and personal accountability for any deviation from mainstream values:
I can relate to what you’re saying, but for me it’s a bit different. I know
who my mob are and everything, so surfing’s not so much a culture thing
for me but something that reminds me I’m alive and a lot of the time I
nearly wasn’t so it gives me a feeling like I’m strong again. I try and go
every week. Yeah maybe that’s right about us mob not doin’ all that bad
stuff before whitefellas came but I still think I’ve made some bad choices
along the way an’ I can’t blame whitefellas for everything. Some things are
my fault. (Laughs) 50
Russel’s reflections demonstrate the power of dominant discourses and the way in
which certain ideological positions are promoted by both Indigenous and nonIndigenous people in response to issues such as poverty and substance abuse.
Russel’s words echo those of Aboriginal activist, Noel Pearson, who rejects
what he states is a “welfare mentality” that, in his view, reproduces a poverty cycle.
Pearson promotes a new approach to Indigenous issues that refocuses accountability
away from the government and onto the individual. Views about Pearson’s stance from
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both Indigenous and non-Indigenous people are polarisied, and I will not embark here
on a detailed discussion of the merits or otherwise of these views, except to state that I
see it as a position underpinned by an epistemological tension between ideals of
individual and communal responsibility. It is not my intention to invalidate Russel’s
way of making sense of his life experience. However, given that subjectivities are
informed and produced by a range of discursive factors, not least of which is the
enforcement of governmental policies, it could be said that the knowledge of cultural
roots is but one factor in the production of self and is no guarantee against the forces of
domination that have constructed Aboriginal subjects for over two hundred years. But,
as stated, Russel’s words also reflect a tension that is both problematic and useful: on
the one hand, the ethic of individual accountability can often foster cultural pride while
conversely, as illustrated in Surfing the Healing Wave, the power of communal support
and participation is also effective in rejuvenating culturally specific values. Surfing for
Russel provides a focal point for a revitalised subject position that, as he says, makes
him feel strong and alive, and which encourages him to reflect upon “bad choices.”
This issue is taken up also by south coast surfer, Andrew, who speaks about surfing at
Wreck Bay where the land is owned by Aboriginal people and a strong community
reside in the area. However, as Andrew points out, many are unemployed and despite
community connections and support, substance abuse has affected some of the young
surfers in the area. Andrew surfs frequently as do members of his family. Like some
of the respondents to the survey, Andrew, who surfs with both Aboriginal and nonAboriginal surfers, does not see surfing as different for Aboriginal people: he says, “it
means a lot of different things but it’s just a love of the water.”51 He asserts, though,
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that “outsiders” are expected to “respect the local people” and states that a lot of nonIndigenous surfers are aware of this expectation.
It is clear from many of the testimonies given so far that a worldview and set of
practices accrue around the beach and beach activities and continue to give expression
to oppositional views of nation(s) and alternative cultural practices. More importantly,
though, what is signified through the oral and textual testimonials I have quoted is the
resistance to hegemonic constructions of history - and Aboriginality. This resistance
finds its voice in multifarious ways, through both explicit and subtle interventions into
dominant power relations. The creation of new generic forms, such as that described in
the film, provides a powerful forum for resistance.
Finally, I want briefly to discuss the magazine, Deadly Vibe, which, like the
video also constitutes a distinctively Indigenous reworking of a dominant generic form.
Deadly Vibe is a publication produced by and for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
people that foregrounds the sporting achievements of Indigenous people. Describing
itself as a “health, sport, music and lifestyle magazine,” Deadly Vibe boasts a monthly
distribution of 57,000 copies; however, the editors state that for every copy sold, the
“pass on” rate adds another three readers.52

This affirmation of the magazine’s

popularity can only be viewed as extraordinary in its acclamation of a “pass on rate;”
publishing knowledge to Indigenous consumers clearly takes precedence over sales.
The magazine is published in both print and electronic form and is part of the events,
communications and media organization, Vibe Australia, whose productions include a
radio programme, magazines, national music and sporting events, a website, and The
Deadlys, an annual national awards event for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander

52

Vibe Australia, http://www.vibe.com.au/vibe/corporate/about.asp accessed 3 November, 2004.

291

people.53 Deadly Vibe publicises and promotes, among other interests, news and events
relating to Indigenous surfing. It provides a forum for young Indigenous surfers, whose
personal and sporting profiles it features.
Focus is given here to the March 2004 Deadly Vibe “Surfing Issue,”54 which
features Indigenous surfing.

The cover, [Fig.6] similarly to mainstream surfing

magazines, features an array of pictures of surfers, accompanied by text indicating the
stories that appear in the issue, although any similarity between this publication and a
mainstream surfing magazine ceases there. The slogan “We track down Australia’s
hottest surfing action” is in large print at the bottom of the page, under which is written,
“Looking solid, Feeling deadly – Use Your Aboriginal Community Health or Medical
Service.” The image of a female child represents “grommets,” younger surfers, and the
issue advertises an inside story by acclaimed Aboriginal sportswoman, Cathy Freeman.
The opening editorial begins by telling readers that “surfing is a great parallel to life
itself, to getting out there and having a go and tackling things you might be a bit scared
about or think you are no good at.”55 In addition to the foregrounding of communality
previously noted in Surfing the Healing Wave what is notable also in the editorial is the
appropriation of white national forms, such as “having a go” and their repositioning into
a culturally meaningful context. “Having a go” in this instance is contextualised within
the framework of “shame,” as the editor continues: “some things in life seem daunting.
Shame … some people are even too shame to talk to a doctor about what might be
wrong with them - shame … ”56 Reference to the idea of “shame” echoes Margie Mills’
endeavours to recognise this condition brought about by entrenched attitudes of white
53
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superiority. “Having a go” within the context of overcoming “shame” takes on an
entirely different cultural connotation and is artfully removed from the white ideal of
individual competitiveness. Editorial commentary regarding specific medical concerns
relating to Aboriginal people invokes Aboriginal histories. This “surfing edition,” like
Surfing the Healing Wave, refuses to isolate surfing from history or culture; as one
article claims, “surfing isn’t all about competition. Its therapeutic powers can reach far
beyond the winner’s podium.”57 There are feature stories on various surfers, male and
female, of various ages and nations, and articles about Indigenous competitions that
detail the ceremonial “welcome to country” and elders’ involvement. Illawarra surfer
and lawyer, Tauri D’Eatough is featured talking about her school for young surfers.
D’Eatough spent her childhood separated from her mother in an institution. She sees
surfing as something that “shows that Aboriginal people can participate and excel in
anything, not only running or football.”58 The Warandi Surf Classic held in Western
Australia is introduced by reference to the Warandi peoples’ Dreamtime origin and the
clan’s identification as “sea coast people.”59

The magazine features a section on

“talking the talk” where surfing jargon is explained. Advertisements for Indigenous
cadetships are presented and there is a section entitled “Talking Straight” which is “a
focus on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander writers and books.”

Another page

features an affirmative intertextual appropriation, “Black Poets Society” where poems
and stories by Indigenous writers are showcased. There is a puzzle page, competition
pages, and a special section for infant and primary school children’s activities. There is
a “parent of the month” section, a “teacher of the month” feature, and a competition for
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students who can demonstrate a perfect school attendance record. An entire page is
devoted to information on health organisations. Although this is a “surfing edition” of a
magazine whose main emphasis is Indigenous sporting achievement, its emphasis on
sport is always presented through culture which, like the film, is articulated through the
lens of pre-colonial and colonial histories. This magazine introduces a format and
conventions that make it distinctive and mark its cultural specificity. The content
reinforces to Indigenous consumers and friends to whom the publication is “passed on”
a range of culturally relevant information that functions to create and recreate
Indigenous subjectivities through a nexus of knowledge/power.
I pause prior to concluding this chapter to return to questions posed in the
introduction to this chapter, and throughout the thesis, regarding the pertinence or
efficacy of the terms “subculture”, “counterculture” and “mainstream.” In
contemplating the research presented in this chapter, it seems apparent that Indigenous
surfing further complicates this methodology through its foregrounding of race and
culture as sites of difference and resistance. Aboriginal people have historically been
constructed as outside of the mainstream, culturally excluded from the tenets of
mainstream culture that have effectively contained and produced expressions of
subculture and counterculture. To try and situate Indigenous surfing formations, in their
various formations, within this categorical framework seems both untenable and
unproductive in attempting to understand the connections between country and surfing
that are expressed here. This is not to say that analysis is futile; on the contrary, a
counter-discourse has emerged which has highlighted that cultural differences, within
Indigenous cultures, and within the dominant matrix of white Australian culture, renders
the application of categorical analysis ineffective. What has come to light is a way of
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expressing the cultural differences within Indigenous surfing in accordance with cultural
traditions of oral transcription, which, although transcribed here into written text, have
allowed me to present Indigenous surfing, in its various manifestations, within a
discourse that expresses and celebrates cultural differences and that refuses to be
contained within the strictures of western categorical formations. What has also been
illustrated is the necessity for collaboration in understanding culturally different ways of
expressing nation, country, masculinity and cultural practices. The different and
culturally specific formations of nation and country articulated above, in conjunction
with alternative views of gender relationships and their connection to the ocean, to the
land, and to the practice of surfing, have provided a point of departure from rather than
a point of connection to the categorical analysis hitherto deployed. The voices in this
chapter have indicated both the effects of colonisation as a tool for enforcing
compliance to dominant white culture, and the continued resistance to this hegemonic
force. And while the previous chapters have drawn out some of the many and complex
relationships that have structured my understanding of the relationship between what I
have called mainstream surfing, and the production of masculinities and their
relationship to nation in its dominant context, the research gleaned in Indigenous surfing
has further sustained my contention regarding the need for broadening the scope of
cultural analysis.
Conclusion
Surfing, the beach, nations and countries have been presented, through the voices in this
chapter, as cultural objects that sit uncomfortably with the Western constructions of
whiteness and masculinity inscribed in nation.

Their re-presentation constitutes a

challenge to dominant white projections of nation and national identity. Nation and
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country, in their dominant form, are contested in this chapter through practices that are
culturally relevant to Aboriginal people and, more importantly, through texts that reflect
the heterogeneity of Aboriginal cultures. One of the primary icons of whiteness and
Australian-ness, surfing, has been reconstituted to represent the cultures and histories of
colonised people, their struggles, identities and worldviews.

The generic forms

presented in this chapter through film, magazine, oral history and conversation, disrupt
the ‘unity’ of dominant genres and displace dominant narratives of a unified and
cohesive nation. The silences and erasures subsumed in totalised versions of history
have resurfaced to produce a discursive horizon that articulates the re-making of nations
and countries. New, distinctly Indigenous cultural genres and narratives are a tactical
strike against constructions of white Australia which refuse to embrace its racialised and
gendered conditions of production. The force of this “strike” can be measured in the
recording of oral histories and the burgeoning repertoire of cultural production that
represents Aboriginal cultures and histories, and that foregrounds the technological
expertise of Aboriginal people in many areas of cultural production. As Jim Remedio
avows:
I am reminded by history, that doors were not always open to Indigenous
people in media. These doors were opened as a result of fierce
determination and will of Aboriginal and Torres Strait islander people,
many of them not with us today, but all of them with a common goal in
mind – to gain the same access and equity to mass media afforded other
community groups, to allow us to tell our stories, in our own way, as they
happened, and as they are happening today. 60
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Chapter Seven: Conclusion

In summarizing the endeavours of this thesis, I return to the ruminations posed by the
young migrant girl whose narrative framed this thesis, and whose continuing questions
have developed over time to seek more rigorous answers to what are still the most
pertinent and political of questions: what are the prevailing constitutive elements of
dominant national identity? And is their vigour undermined by those to whom
nation/nations and country/countries represent different meanings? In returning to the
narrative, I assert the inseparability of my self, as a white migrant subject informed and
produced by the discourses I have interrogated in this thesis, from the politics and
production of my work. I am asserting that the theory and praxis of writing are
inseparable; they inform, sustain and nurture my position as a writing and speaking
subject.
The conclusion to this dissertation considers several theoretical and
methodological insights that have been drawn from the research. Primarily, I contend
that while surfing has provided an iconic springboard for this inquiry, its
meaningfulness cannot be separated from the colonial erasure of the epistemological
and cosmological knowledges of Aboriginal people. The discussion of the Aboriginal
appropriation of one of white Australia’s more prominent cultural expressions of nation,
surfing, has served a twofold purpose. Firstly, in illuminating the complexity of cultural
differences located in Indigenous cultures and more specifically in Indigenous surfing
cultures, it has provoked a more thorough understanding of mainstream surfing’s
connection to the discursive production of nation, a connection evident primarily in its
reiterations of whiteness and masculinity, those primary tenets of national identification.
Indigenous surfing has generated this understanding. It has further complicated the
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methodologies conventionally utilised for cultural analysis for the purpose of gleaning
knowledge about various cultural formations. Secondly, in providing an insight into
other constructions of nation and other ways of conceiving and practicing culture,
Indigenous surfing has also introduced a more comprehensive framework for future
research by foregrounding productive and ethical collaborations as a structural basis for
analysis. What has come to light is that the combination of collaborative research with
Indigenous people and Indigenous theoretical works can produce, when undertaken in a
context of trust and ethics, new knowledges that will facilitate a broader understanding
of culture. And while I remain mindful of the fact that the research of Indigenous
peoples has a long and fraught history of misunderstanding and misrepresentation, I
reiterate that the collaborative nature of research undertaken within a framework of care
and trust can produce research that contributes to a better understanding of cultural
differences. Also exemplified by this research is that within the burgeoning area of
Aboriginal cultural production there are systematic and consistent seizures of power.
These are taking place through the acquisition of the knowledge required for cultural
production and the inauguration of production facilities that provide the means for selfrepresentation.
Finally, this thesis has highlighted, through its deconstructive analysis of many
popular cultural texts, the racialised, gendered and class codes that continue to sustain
national identity. The deconstruction of such texts is central to the discipline of cultural
studies, whose political motivations are focused on the politics of power and how this
continues to produce subject positions for consumers and users of culture. This mode
of analysis, specifically in Chapters Three to Five, has produced a critical engagement
with the subject matter and with theorists working in the relevant areas of inquiry.
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Drawing from this methodology, I have discerned that the tenets of nationhood are
becoming increasingly fragile. The textual analysis of materials presented foregrounds
this fragility and, in highlighting the contradictions inherent in text and practice, makes
available potential spaces for new knowledge.
Having disclosed national identity’s fragility, though, this thesis has also
acknowledged its determination to reinstate itself when under threat. As I write this
conclusion, I am confounded by attempts this year to reinstate the dominant order, to
restore its tenacity and to re-conceive its importance through the unimaginable tragedy
of the 2005 oceanic tsunami that killed and displaced hundreds of thousands of people
in the South Asian region. This event was horrific and inconceivable, its tragic
proportions barely speakable. And yet, the iteration of Australia’s “generosity”
resounds again and again, at local and national levels, in the narrative of who “we” are
and what it is to be “an Australian”. This is undoubtedly no less the case for other
privileged nations – and my intent here is not to elaborate again on the ‘natural’
tendency for identities to reinvent themselves in times of crisis. However, as I have
stated, the project of nation-building is no less urgent in times of globalised
constructions of humanity and the “human spirit” than ever it was. Its proclivity to
seamlessly reassert itself through the ‘democratic’ voices of governmental subjects
knows no bounds it would seem, as the continuity of public discourse around
constructions of “the other” continues to inform representations of global terrorism. In
recent months, efforts to reinforce “our way of life” have been relentless. What is
disturbing, as this thesis has consistently argued, is the need of nations to construct a
national identity through a premise which articulates inclusion even as it consistently
excludes.
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I have given emphasis in this study to the ways in which surfing, the beach, and
national identity comprise a complex interrelation that sustains a dominant white
cultural worldview. This study has sought, above all, to denaturalize this interplay, to
reveal its inconsistencies and to promote the articulations of those who are not
represented by the dominant discourse of national identity, but whose increasingly
significant interventions into mainstream cultural production destabilize hegemonic
power. What has been disclosed in the process of this research is the Indigenous
concept of nations, of familial and kinship relations and of the capacity for cultural
production to represent an oppositional worldview, one that seeks to be heard and
respected, but not to compete or dominate. Also highlighted in this thesis are the
complex networks through which subjects make and re-make culture as they are both
informed and produced by it. Michel de Certeau’s theorisations of agency in the
process of cultural production have provided an invaluable theoretical methodology for
the analysis of where resistance can be seen to emerge and effect interventions into
power relations. The “tactics” deployed by Indigenous theorists, and Indigenous
surfers, serve to highlight the usefulness of a de Certeauian theorisation of cultural
practices, an approach facilitated by discursive analyses that demonstrate the shifting
nature of “ways of operating” and ways of speaking and practicing culture. But
although the institutional wisdom of western academia can usefully serve as
methodological bases for understanding, a more comprehensive framework can be
located through the combination of this wisdom with the perspective of the Indigenous
theorists and participants presented here, whose knowledge of their own histories and
cultures far exceeds the frameworks of western methodologies.
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Surfing as a semiotic marker of ‘freedom’ has been explored for its discursive
inconsistencies, its mythologisation, its overwhelmingly masculine dimensions, and its
connection to the formation of nation, Australianness, and myths of freedom that
continue to circulate within the competitive ethos of capitalist consumption and
production that find expression in white mainstream surfing culture. The
transformation from bushman to beach man is riddled with the ambivalence of national
constructions. Representations of this transformation exceed, contest and conflict with
the plurality and nuances of a shifting culture, as such a construction continues to
reinforce a dominant model informed by a romanticised view of history. As a product
of cultural analysis, this project has brought to light the need for on-going and rigorous
methodologies that will clarify popular culture as they give voice to a wider range of
histories and narratives. I call to mind the words of Homi Bhabha who expresses more
succinctly than I can, or have, the complexities of colonial authority and their ongoing
reproduction, as he simultaneously avows the agency of non-white subjects in the
process of disrupting this authority. Bhabha says:
[The] subversive move is to reveal within the very integuments of
'whiteness' the agonistic elements that make it the unsettled,
disturbed form of authority that it is— the incommensurable
'differences' that it must surmount; the histories of trauma and
terror that it must perpetrate and from which it must protect itself;
the amnesia it imposes on itself; the violence it inflicts in the
process of becoming a transparent and transcendent force of
authority.1
Bhabha set outs here what this thesis has attempted to reveal. The “transcendent force
of authority” that gives rise to surfing, nation, masculinity and the oceanic precepts that

1

Bhabha, Homi. 'The White Stuff', Art Forum International, May, 1998, p 21.
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configure national identity as ‘free, ‘easy going’ and ‘inclusive,’ essential and
irrefutable elements of “our way of life,” is held together by a set of authorial and
canonical voices. The authority of nation is produced by texts and practices grounded
in powerful institutional sites and discourses, not least of which is academia. Nation, in
its dominant formation, is also the product of systemic silences. However, the most
important revelation in this thesis is the instability of nation; the weakness of
constructions of nation can be found in the nation’s perpetual need to reinvent and
reinstate itself. It is through this fault-line that interventions can takes place. Such
interventions nudge the structures of cultural dominance and find audiences and
listeners, critical readers, consumers, and future producers in places that are random and
unpredictable. The grip of the assimilationist logic of colonialism is loosened by these
interventions. The discourse of nation demands continual reconfiguration to maintain
its hold but it can never be certain of its endeavours. Surfing, the beach and white
masculinity are some of national identity’s current preoccupations.

What can be

discerned historically is that these too have a ‘shelf-life’. For, as the white, sun-tanned,
stocky guy with the plank under his arm and the “beach-based distraction” in his sights
heads for the wondrous oceanic tides of the Pacific, other narratives are insinuating
themselves into the field of cultural production, seizing the space that is history.
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South Coast Aborigines, 1170-1850, Wollongong: University of Wollongong
Printing, 1990.
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Appendix 2: Transcript of responses to questionnaire given to Indigenous
filmmaker Huey Benjamin conducted via email, 6 June, 2004
The following questions regarding the film, Surfing the Healing Wave
were sent to the film’s director, Huey Benjamin, following telephone contact with
him which detailed the aims of the project and the assurance of ethics approval.
These, along with the questions, were faxed to Huey and his response was
returned via email.
1.

Whose idea was the film, and how did the idea come about?
The idea for the film came to me after doing a few film courses, and I was

looking for a positive indigenous story suitable for a doco. As a keen surfer, I was
checking out a surfing mag and saw a story on the indigenous contest and bingo,
that was the genesis of the project. I approached the host community in Fingal,
was invited up to meet them, and gained their permission, then the same from
principal sponsor, Billabong, including exclusive rights to film at the event.
2 Who did you see as the film’s audience?
I always saw this as a story that would translate into a mainstream
audience, as well as picking up the surfers and indigenous viewers. Luckily that
was borne out by the viewer figures, it has rated quite well for its 4 screenings.
3. How was the film funded?
The film was funded in part by SBS Independent, the Aust-Film
Commission, and private sources.
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4. What technical experience was needed to produce the film?
We hired all pro camera and sound crew, Tim Burns had a reasonable
amount of experience, and I had none to speak of although I have been around
film folks for the last 20 years or so.
5. The film is very different to mainstream surfing videos. How was this
planned, i.e. what level of community involvement was there in the film’s
production?
Once we had community permission to make the film, they pretty much
let us do our own thing, but having Kyle Slabb as both our narrator and
indigenous consultant meant that he became extremely involved in helping
identify relevant issues, vetting permissions for culturally sensitive material, and
helping to shape the show into one that reflected the values that he and his elders
felt were appropriate and positive. I never intended to make a mainstream surfing
movie, because they are usually devoid of information, and bore the shit out of
non-surfers! But I did attempt to show what surfing there was in the most up to
date and exciting way (including multi angles and water photography, fast editing
etc).
6. What surfers have won what contests?
Kenny Dann (who won our year) went on to a second place in the
mainstream national championships the year after our film, Gavin Dickinson has
won the Indig title twice, Scotty Rotamah twice, both Paul Evans and Ty Arnold
had successful junior careers in the mainstream arena has Josh Slabb (made it as
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high as the national top 15 as a junior). Ben Proudfoot has had a good record in
the NSW Longboard contests in the last few years.
7 Are there any Torres Strait Islander people in the video?
Margi Mills is the only Torres Strait Islander person in the film.
8. How and where has the film been distributed, and what reception has
it had?
The film is distributed by Ronin Films nationally and has sold well in the
education market, where the feedback has been wonderfully positive. It also won
best Australian Doco at the 2000 Real Life on Film Festival (Cultural Film
Foundation of Australia). Excerpts have been used in a show at the Australian
Maritime Museum on Aussie surfing.
9. Have the directors made other films with Indigenous content?
Tim Burns made a 10 minute film on sand painting with artists from Papunya
Tula in 1981 also Stages (a doco on Peter Brook’s tour of Australia 1980)
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Appendix 3: Responses to questionnaires given to local Aboriginal surfers.
Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Tom
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: The beach is different to the land. It’s my life and my lifestyle. I grew up here
so I can’t imagine anywhere else.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes. I spend heaps of time there. It’s about food and fun.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: Why not? Yeah. It’s like being a kid again – your culture isn’t the most
important thing, being a surfer is.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: I started early and I enjoy it. It’s more than just standing on a board. It’s my
life. Surfing is fun. It’s when I feel free.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: In a way. The Indigenous comps are family oriented. A lot of white comps
are cut throat – there’s no family consideration. And I feel proud seeing Koori
surfers win
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: To have fun. Don’t drop in and safety is most important.
326

Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Mark
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: It’s about freedom and the possibility of something temporarily perfect.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I think it’s more a case of cultural inequality.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Because I can’t skate. And surfing’s fun.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: No.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: No drop-ins; No drugs; No littering; No undies; No bullshit
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: The beach is a place where you are able to be engulfed by the surroundings
and have a feeling of calmness. Surfing is free. It’s about feeling free.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: The beach is a place that offers food and sometimes shelter, this being
essential to the Aboriginal culture for many generations. In today’s society the
beach is still a strong part of an Aboriginal person’s identity, for those who live
and have grown up on the coast. Yes the beach is a part of my identity as an
Aboriginal person.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: This view point is often observed but I feel that the beach is becoming more of
a place where people are judged in relation to their clothing, their body, their race
and culture.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: I surf because I enjoy being in the water and I enjoy the sport and a lot of the
time there’s nothing better than floating around on your board waiting for a wave.
It’s just fun. It makes me feel free.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
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A: I don’t feel that it is, you always get aggressive and relaxed people from both
cultures in the surf. When in the surf people often forget about culture
differences.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: There are really no rules to surfing except not to drop in on another person.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Dylan
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Lifestyle, Everyday life, Whole life
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Major part of life, grew up on beach
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: We hang all the time with all sorts of people and there hasn’t been any trouble
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Enjoyment; Fitness; Fun, Belong, Freedom
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Not really. Aboriginal competitions more a surfing culture not a race thing.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Don’t drop in on others and don’t hassle anyone.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Cool place to be in the sun and water. It makes me feel free and alive.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: I don’t know but it’s what I like to do.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I don’t get hassled or anything like that but some people have got cool stuff,
some have nothing, but we all get to use the beach.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: It’s fun.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Yeah. We like to wear Koori colours and designs.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: No drop-ins and safety.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Freedom. No walls – no boundaries – no boss.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes, it’s part of me. And I’m Aboriginal.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I ignore everyone else so I don’t know but I am just me when I’m there cause I
belong there.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Because I feel peaceful, at one with the water. It’s me, I’m it. I’m free.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Hell yes. It’s our place, it’s about being at one with the water not taming it or
being in control.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Respect, Safety, Enjoyment.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Everything. It’s who I am, where I want to be.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes, I am part of it. It’s Aboriginal like me.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: Bullshit!!! I have to ask ‘whitefellas’ permission to do what is my cultural
right as the rightful owner.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: To be in time with the water. I am a salt water person. Surfing makes me feel
that I’m free from worry.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Very much so. ‘Whitefellas’ is about ownership and competition and being
the best. For me its about being there on my water.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Whatever the ‘whitefellas’ say!
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: It’s a peaceful place where I can think.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes. Of course.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: That’s bullshit. If you just look at what people are wearing you can see they’re
judged and not equal.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: I enjoy being in the surf and it’s fun
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: It’s like being at home for me. I know myself when I’m surfing.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: I don’t belong to a club so I just have fun.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Michael
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: It’s my country. It’s where I belong.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yeah, like I said, the beach is my country.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: It’s the best thing in the world. I love it. It’s about freedom and not
having to be like everyone else.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: I never think about it but I guess it is because blackfellas don’t attack the
waves like ‘whitefellas’ do. They still compete and that, but they just do it
different to ‘whitefellas’. I think they have more respect for the ocean or
something.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: You have to wait your turn and know your place. If some guy’s already first
in the line-up, you don’t drop in unless you wanna get your head punched.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Reminds me of my family when I was a kid.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yeah. We always spent a lot of time with our mob at the beaches around the
south coast.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I don’t know what that means really. If it means people are equal, that’s crap.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Because it doesn’t cost me much, I just borrow me mates board while he’s
working and it’s good fun.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: I don’t know about surfing culture being different, everyone’s out there riding
waves so they’re all doing the same thing but Aboriginal people are different. I
don’t know if they surf different but they are different.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: I make them up but I suppose the main rule is that you don’t drop in on
someone. This doesn’t make much sense because anyone can have a go. The
waves don’t really belong to anyone.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Hot days, wagging school, being a kid and having fun.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yeah. All the Dreaming stories I learned are about the ocean so it’s part of
who I am.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: It’s crap.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Freedom. It makes me feel free. When I’m in the surf, I can do anything.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: I suppose so because I go there with Kooris and we stick together and make
our own rules.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Like I said we make up our own rules. Just as long as we all have fun and
don’t hurt anyone else. That’s the rules.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: I can find food there if I get hungry. And I can sleep there if I want. It’s like a
home away from home.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yeah. ‘whitefellas’ don’t know how to get food from the beach like
blackfellas do.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I don’t think that’s true. Everyone is still judged by their clothes and if they
look cool
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Because nothing else is as much fun as surfing.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Yeah. We have different comps and there’s not as much pressure. Everyone
just gets together and has fun. You’re free to just be yourself at an Aboriginal
surfing comp.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Makes me feel free and peaceful
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Not really. I’m an Aboriginal person wherever I am.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: That’s a joke if you ask me.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Why does anyone surf. It’s fun
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: I don’t know. I’ve only been an Aboriginal surfer.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Who gets the wave first owns it. You can’t drop in if someone’s already on a
wave.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: I was born near the beach. It’s my place and I don’t like being away from it.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes. It’s my birthright. It’s a part of me.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I don’t agree with that. Try telling that to a lifeguard.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Surfing’s the best. It’s fun and healthy.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing cultural distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Yes. Aboriginal people are free in the surf. They are with each other and
don’t have to obey all the rules made by ‘whitefellas’.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: I don’t know if there are rules but you have to be careful you don’t get in
someone’s way or cause a fight.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: My mob are from inland so it doesn’t mean the same for me as for someone
born here.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Probably not but I still love going there.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I reckon that’s not right. How can people be equal at the beach? They all wear
different clothes and drive different cars. Some drive old bombs. How can they
be equal to someone with a lot of money. No I don’t believe that.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Because my cousins got me into it and it’s fun.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: I don’t know about that. Aboriginal people are different though.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: I didn’t know there were any.

341

Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: It’s the place where my ancestors came from.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes. Like I said, my mob came from round here way back.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: Not much. When have Aboriginal people been equal to ‘whitefellas’?
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: It’s unreal, makes me free and keeps me healthy. And I like looking at the
girls on the beach. Just joking.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Course. We’re not like ‘whitefellas’. Everything we do is different.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: That there are no rules.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: Well, I like going there. And it makes me feel good. I forget everything and
I’m free to do whatever I like. Well sort of.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: I’ve never thought about that. I don’t know.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: I suppose it’s about as equal as it gets.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Just for the fun of it and because it’s free and easy lifestyle. No worries. No
teachers. No parents. No hassles.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: It must be I suppose. We don’t all belong to clubs or anything. We just go out
there for the fun.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: You have to be careful you don’t hurt someone with your board and you have
to obey the lifeguard. And you shouldn’t drop in on anyone. But they’re not like
other rules. You just have to show respect that’s all.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: It’s home.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes. It’s where I feel comfortable and safe.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: Sounds like some ‘whitefella’ story.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: Because I can be with my mates and feel free.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: I think Koories are different because round here we own the ocean and nobody
can really take that away from us.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Get there early.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Not named by request
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: This is a hard question. I wouldn’t want to live away from it. So I guess it’s
pretty important. But I think it’s the same for a lot of Aboriginal people who
come from the coast.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Same as last answer. If you’re an Aboriginal person from the coast, the beach
tells you who you are.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: Who says that?
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: It’s fun and it keeps me away from unhealthy things.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: In some ways it is. Aboriginal people just surf because they love it. Not many
get into the competition side of things. And if they do, they still remember who
they are and who their mob is.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: Just be cool. Don’t get in anyone’s way and give help if someone is in trouble.
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Questionnaire/Survey
Respondent: Ian
The Beach
Q: Could you tell me what the beach means to you?
A: It’s where I grew up. My country is the beach.
Q: Is the beach important to your identity as an Aboriginal person?
A: Yes.
Q: It is often said that the beach in Australia is a place of social equality. What do
you think of this viewpoint?
A: It makes me want to laugh.
Surfing
Q: Why do you surf?
A: For fun. And to make me feel free.
Q: Is Aboriginal surfing culture distinctive from non-Aboriginal surfing culture?
A: Yes, especially for Aboriginal people from the coast. They know hoe the tides
are and what the waves will do.
Q: What are the rules of surfing?
A: No rules. One rule. Have fun.
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